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ABSTRACT  
Improvising Humor: An Ethnography of Comedy Theater 
Nathan Dern 
 
This dissertation is a qualitative sociological account of how adults involved in the play of 
improvisational comedy theatre use gender in their performance. I take play seriously as an 
important frame of social life where culture is actively maintained, created and put on display. 
My approach is a micro-interactional one analyzing moments of humor dealing with social 
categories via video recordings. As my case study I use performances of improvisational comedy 
theatre at the Upright Citizens Brigade (UCB) Theatre in New York City, one of the world’s 
premier improv comedy theatres, to observe adults actively engaging in play with each other, a 
space where men find disproportionate institutional success. Building on the frame theory of 
Cecilia Ridgeway, I look at when gender stereotypes are invoked in creating spontaneous scenes 
of human interaction, and in so doing, to what extent performers are able to work through 
“straitjackets” of social conventions, focusing on the distinction between scenes making fun of 
sexism verse scenes that are merely sexist. I look at the ways that though people occupy a role, 
there is room for them to improvise within that role, adopting different strategies for comedic 
success. To this end, I conclude by comparing Shamus Khan’s range of masculine expressional 
opportunities theory, as presented in his work Privilege, with Robb Willer’s account of the 
masculine overcompensation thesis, arguing that the way in which male presenting improvisers 
are able to adopt the comedic strategies of minority groups under the guise of irony, thereby 
securing that the number of expresional opportunities available to them is greater than other 
groups, ensures the continuation of their dominance. 
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PREFACE 
Initiation to Belonging, Bit by Bit 
 
I step into the hallway and freeze as I find myself in an unexpectedly awkward situation. 
I’m locked in a staring contest with Neil Carey1, a veteran improviser and teacher at the Upright 
Citizens Brigade Theatre. It’s 2008 and I’ve just finished taking an improv comedy class and, as 
a mere lowly student compared to the comedy God I’ve stumbled upon, I feel unworthy to even 
be staring him in the face.  
I’m not sure why things feel as awkward as they do. Is this stairwell for teachers only? 
Then, I notice that Neil’s holding a cigarette in one hand and a lighter in the other. As if an 
invisible director has given us a cue, both of our eyes go to the sign on the wall in between us: 
“Absolutely NO SMOKING in the stairwell.” So that’s what’s afoot: I’ve caught him doing 
something wrong. A trivial infraction, but I can tell by the look on Neil’s face, even though 
we’ve never spoken, that he immediately — instinctively — made the choice to play this real life 
scene as if I’m a coworker who has caught him stealing money from the cash register or 
urinating in the soup du jour. Before I have a chance to smile, which would break the spell, it 
happens: Neil runs down the flight of stairs at a dangerous speed.  
Without thinking, I follow. I’m careening after him, he’s looking back after me as he 
nearly falls, each of us slamming our grips on the handrail, taking the stairs two at a time, 
barreling down the four flights of stairs, with a flourish bursting through the door into the lobby. 
With the same seamless maneuver as before, Neil assumes an air of over-the-top poise as we 
                                                
1 I use a mixture of pseudonyms and real names throughout this paper, depending on context. Since many 
of those mentioned are performers and hence public figures, when I deem it appropriate I prefer to use 
real names. In the case of improv students or more private conversations or moments, pseudonyms are 
generally used. 
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walk past the security guard, who is reading a paper at the front desk. I follow Neil’s lead. As we 
walk through the doors out onto 30th street, we each pause. Neil gives me a knowing nod and 
utters a single word: “Sir.” 
I nod and repeat the salutation back to him. “Sir.” 
We walk our separate ways.  
It was at that moment that I felt like I’d been initiated into the tribe of improvisational 
comedians of the UCB Theatre. I was in a year into my study, just finishing a Level 501. Soon 
I’d get placed onto a house improv team and begin performing bi-weekly for paying audiences. 
Later I’d become a teacher myself, as well as the Artistic Director of the UCB Theatre’s two 
New York City venues for a tenure of three years. In the time that followed, I conducted over 
fifty formal interviews and many more informal ones, took hundreds of pages of field notes, 
studied hundreds of video recorded scenes, watched thousands of hours of improv, and even 
made a visual ethnographic documentary film about the audition process of getting placed onto a 
house improv team. This paper represents the culmination of that work. 
Of all of the many fascinating aspects of the UCB improv comedy community that have 
compelled my attention over the years, the phenomenon that most grabbed my attention was the 
notion of belonging which I felt at UCB, as exemplified by the ability to engage in play with 
other members who belonged to the amorphously boundaried “community” (as it was so named 
from within), and yet which alluded others. Throughout my time at UCB, as a student, 
performer, teacher, artistic director, and ultimately researcher, one of the most salient factors in 
this regard was gender, an aspect that at times as a straight white male navigating a scene with a 
reputation for being overcrowded with straight white males, vital aspects of which were perhaps 
initially invisible to me. For example, in telling the above anecdote around a table of beers in a 
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corner booth at the Peter McManus Cafe, a local favorite post-show Irish dive bar near the UCB 
Theatre in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan, while sharing stories of our early days of 
feeling like we belonged (or not) at the UCB Theatre in New York City, an aspect of the story I 
hadn’t initially noticed was pointed out to me by a female improviser. 
“Yeah, no teachers ever called me ‘sir’ in the hallways during my 501 class,” she said.  
“Well, I should hope not,” another improviser at the table chimed in.  
“Or ‘ma’am,’” she added.  
“Well, that’s just because there probably weren’t any women teaching 501s at the time,” 
the other improviser said.  
“Exactly,” she said, concluding her point.  
  In the pages that follow, I explore belonging at an improv comedy theatre through the 
lens of play and the performance of gender. 
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INTRODUCTION 
What’s So Funny? A Sociological Approach to the Study of Humor 
 
In the introductory chapter that follows, I will outline a sociological approach to a study 
of humor.  Many academic approaches to the study of humor take the form of psychological 
explanations (the resulting laughter from the joke in question had this or that effect in the mind 
of the laugher) or the close reading of literary analysis (the joke in question was or was not funny 
for this reason). I will touch on some of the insights from these approaches, but only insofar as 
they are useful to deepening a sociological approach to comedy. Our primary interest in comedy, 
then, is not a question of why something was funny (though that will be mentioned) but rather a 
focus on how the comic functions in social life and what strategies actors employ to achieve 
comedy success. 
The reasons for human laughter are multiple and contradictory. We laugh when 
something strikes us as funny, we laugh when something surprises us, we laugh when we’re 
embarrassed, we laugh when we’re overcome with joy. We can fake a laugh to smooth over an 
awkward encounter and we can be forced to laugh when we’re tickled. Laughter happens 
informally when we laugh with our friends and loved ones, and also in formal occasions where 
laughter is the designed outcome, such as at a comedy club during the performance of a stand-up 
comedian or while watching a television sitcom. It is this intentional laughter (that is, laughter in 
response to perceiving something as comic that was designed to be received as comic) that is the 
focus of this paper.  
Laughter is a bodily affair. It’s an explosion of emotionally charged sound, or what 
Wyndham Lewis called “the brain-body’s snort of exultation” (1927). In a way, comedy is 
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manifested in our various corporeal responses to the comic: chuckles, giggles, hoots, guffaws, 
noisy mirthful smiles, giddy shrieks, jovial snorts, and all the other various ways and degrees to 
which we laugh. Babies laugh before they speak, one of the earliest ways we learn to 
communicate our mental state to others. Physiologically speaking, laughter is a muscular 
phenomenon, what Simon Critchley describes clinically as a “spasmodic contraction and 
relaxation of the facial muscles with corresponding movements in the diaphragm. The associated 
contractions of the larynx and epiglottis interrupt the pattern of breathing and emit sound” (2002, 
8). Laughter is more than smiling. Laughter interrupts breathing. Laughter can be involuntarily 
taken from us when we don’t want it to be, it can be passively offered when we are in a receptive 
state looking to be amused, and it can be actively given when we feel social cues requiring us to 
do so. 
Laughter is a social occurrence that serves a variety of functions. Laughter affirms that 
which is shared in a group and laughter is a vent for the identifying of taboos without breaking 
social rules. To this end, as anthropologists will tell you, laughing at the comic is a cross cultural 
phenomenon, and most societies have norms surrounding what is or is not funny, and thus what 
is or is not appropriate to laugh at. Studying when laughter does or does not occur is a wedge 
with which to get at larger social facts, such as the boundaries that separate the sacred from the 
profane, the serious from the unserious, or even the normally unseen organizing principles 
around the salient social identities at play in a given society at a given time.  
Given this social function, laughter is also a resource with which individuals can attempt 
to affirm their belonging to a given identity, with tacit enforcement of belonging maintained 
through interpersonal cues. Critically for the purposes of this paper, it is worth noting that 
members of a group will be fluent in recognizing and executing these cues, while outsiders may 
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misinterpret or miss them entirely. Hence, a shared sense of humor is a strong social solvent 
among groups. In other words, the practice of humor can have a sociopositive effect by 
enhancing group cohesion and, conversely, the practice of humor can have a socionegative effect 
by serving as a sort of litmus test for group membership and ipso facto defining outsiders who do 
not belong. Conversely, for those who do not belong to the dominant group or the majority, 
laughter can still be a valuable tool. For dispossessed or marginalized communities, a shared 
sense of humor and laughter itself can help to maintain cultural identity in the face of oppression.  
Every society around the world has humor as a part of its culture, and within our own 
society (nearly) every member is adept at recognizing the comic in their life, both in everyday 
informal occurrences (what Alfred Schutz calls “the paramount reality”) as well as in formal 
events like watching a comedic film or attending a live comedy performance (where what Schutz 
calls “finite provinces of meaning” and what Williams James might refer to as “subuniverses” 
have the potential to occur) and other times and places where we fully suspend our disbelief and 
give ourselves over to experiencing the comic. So, our aim in the pages that follow is not to 
surrender to an all encompassing comic relativism, but rather to understand how certain moments 
of an improv comedy show successfully create a finite province of meaning where a mood of 
unseriousness purveys all and elicits laughter, and thus produces the pleasurable experience in 
the viewer of the sensation of having noticed and enjoyed a piece of funny entertainment. 
This focus shifts our attention to the cognitive aspect of comedy. This is the major insight 
of Marie Taylor Collins Swabey in her work Comic Laughter: A Philosophical Essay (1961). 
Swabey uses the term “comic laughter” to distinguish from the great variety of other laughter 
that humans use: we laugh to dispel nervousness; we laugh to affirm a friend; we laugh to cover 
embarrassment; we laugh out of sheer joy; we laugh when we’re tickled. None of these fall under 
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the realm of what Swabey defines as “comic laughter.” Returning to our fittingly recurring 
circular definition of the comic, Swabey says that comic laughter is the particular form of 
laughter that is brought on by the perception that something is funny. Swabey’s attention to 
perception requires a means of defining what would be recognizable as funny.  
Like many in the philosophical tradition before her, Swabey points to incongruity as 
getting at the root of defining the comedic. Her major new contribution to the incongruity theory 
of comedy, though, is that for something to be incongruous, it necessarily means that something 
has fallen out of an order of things, which implies a baseline congruity. This reveals a necessary 
component for a successful comedic exchange to happen in an improv comedy show: a shared 
baseline congruity (or understanding of reality) from which the improviser predicts an 
incongruous statement will be noticed as such by an audience member who shares (or will at 
least recognize) the baseline congruity being departed from. As sociologist Peter L. Berger 
writes in Redeeming Laughter: The Comic Dimension of Human Experience, “[t]he perception of 
the comic depends upon (if you will, is parasitical upon) the basic human urge to order reality” 
(32). The comedian and the audience member are in dialogue about the order of things and must 
be in agreement of what that order is so that the deviations from that order can be noticed at all. 
From that starting point, it is up to the taste of the audience and the skill of the comedian if those 
deviations from the order of things will not just be noticed but also be experienced as pleasurably 
funny, and thus if Swabey’s “comic laughter” will occur.  
As we dive into the murky, subjective waters of this comic laughter in the chapters that 
follow, the tools provided by a few analytical theories of comedy will serve our sociological 
approach. To that end, the rest of this first chapter will attempt to give us a rudder to navigate 
what follows by establishing our theoretical framework for the study of comedy.  
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Overviews of the philosophical study of humor, such as John Morreall’s Comic Relief: A 
Comprehensive Philosophy of Humor (2011) or Simon Critchley’s On Humor (2002), tend to 
divide up philosophical theories of humor into three distinct categories: the Superiority Theory, 
the Relief Theory, and the Incongruity Theory. 
The Superiority Theory is espoused by Plato, Aristotle and other ancient Greek 
philosophers, and made popular by Hobbes. Aristotle recognized that there was a joy in laughter, 
and took this joy to be the joy of feeling superior to those worse off — uglier, less fortunate, 
stupider — than ourselves. Hobbes saw laughter as “nothing else but a sudden glory arising from 
sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the infirmities of others, 
or with our own formerly.” To Hobbes, all laughter was based in cruelty, and he thus saw a 
tendency to laugh as a deplorable human trait. As mentioned above, the Superiority Theory fails 
as an overarching theory to explain all cases of the comic, but it is useful in understanding the 
crueler instances when humor is yielded, such as the teasing that results in a bully’s sadistic 
laughter, the “trash talk” athletic competitors engage in leading up to and during sporting events, 
or the jabs of political rivals to bring down an opponent. 
To pick a contemporary example, the Superiority Theory explains the type of humor that 
Donald Trump was invoking when he imitated the physical handicap of disabled journalist Serge 
Kovaleski, who has arthrogryposis, a congenital condition affecting the joint, during the 2016 
presidential campaign. In a campaign appearance, Trump referenced a story from Kovaleski and 
then, as he criticized the report, said, “You gotta see this guy” before gesturing spasmodically 
with his hands contorted high on his chest, in an apparent imitation of Kovaleski’s condition. 
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Image 1. Trump at a campaign rally in November, 2015, contorting his arms in mockery. Source: screen 
capture from YouTube. 
 
Image 2. Serge Kovaleski, a journalist who suffers from arthrogryposis, which results in the severe joint 
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Many on both sides of the political spectrum did not see this as funny or a joke, of course, 
but rather as merely an offensive insult. However, in watching the tape of the utterance, many in 
the audience at Trump’s rally can be heard laughing, as well as seen visibly smiling and laughing 
in the background behind the then presidential candidate. So, if laughter is the litmus test by 
which we detect where something humorous has been said, we can conclude that to some this 
was a humorous utterance, and the best way to understand it as humorous very well might be the 
Superiority Theory. That is, those in the audience who found Trump’s utterance funny were 
laughing because they felt superior to the reporter Trump was diminishing. This isn’t the only 
explanation, of course. From a social cue stand point, for example, we can also understand this as 
an exchange where Trump’s supporters recognized that Trump had done or said something that 
he intended to be funny, and their laughter communicated “We support you” in general rather 
than specifically finding the content of what was said humorous.  
Comedy that can be explained by the Superiority Theory is not always born in cruelty. 
French philosopher Francis Jeanson’s 1950 essay “An Essay on Comedy” describes the 
“liberating” power of laughter that could be described as operating under similar mechanics to 
examples otherwise explained away by the Superiority Theory. Responding to Hobbes, Jeanson 
agrees that laughter can arise out of a sense of superiority. However, that sense of superiority 
does not necessarily have as its motivation cruelty, nor is it necessarily born out of contempt for 
the object in question. The laughter of liberation can come from the “sovereign knowledge of 
being free.” To give a modern example, I would argue that often the humor of the quintessential 
American political satire magazine, The Onion, falls into this category (where the laugh inspired 
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comes out of a sense of feeling Superior but not necessarily a superiority rooted in contempt). 
For example, consider this headline: “Trump Gives Intelligence Agencies Their Daily Briefing.” 
 
  
Image 3. A headline from The Onion (January 3rd, 2017). 
 
The joke is playing off of Trump’s documented tendency to be careless with facts, inverting the 
roles of intelligence agency and president: it is Trump who tells the intelligence agencies what 
the facts are, and not the other way around. It creates a counter reality which offers a truthful 
insight to our own reality. It requires a shared baseline knowledge of contemporary American 
politics. And if you happen to find this headline funny, Jeanson might argue that the sense of 
freedom that you feel is in part one of taking joy in not belonging to or supporting the 
incompetence and corruption of the Trump administration. The motivation for the headline is out 
of a desire to point out injustice and dishonesty in the highest positions of authority, not out of a 
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motivation to be cruel. To use the parlance of comedy writers, while Trump’s joke making fun of 
the disabled reporter “punches down,” this Onion headline making fun of Trump’s dishonesty 
“punches up.” In both cases, though, if you laugh, there is probably a sense of superiority 
somewhere in the motivation of your laughter which could be discerned.  
Jeanson was not the first to respond to Hobbes. Much earlier, Lord Shaftesbury’s 1709 
essay “An Essay on the Freedom of Wit and Humor,” (the first time where the term “humor” is 
deployed in its contemporary meaning of something that is funny) responded to Hobbes by 
leaving the Superiority Theory and starting the development of what would come to be known as 
the Relief Theory. Initially, the Relief Theory carried with it a physiological explanation of 
gaseous humors leaving the body which we can entirely discredit, and like the Superiority 
Theory nor is it an exhaustive account of all instances of comic laughter. However, it’s 
explanatory analysis for a narrow variety of the comic experience remains useful, in particular as 
it came to be codified in a more sophisticated manner in the the work of sociologist Herbert 
Spencer, and further refined to its most recognizable form today by Sigmund Freud.  
Spencer’s explanation for laughter involved the venting of "psychic energy,” again with 
dubious physiological details we can skip over here. However, a useful insight from his work is 
that he saw laughter as one in a continuum of the various emotions the body manifests in a 
physical way: just as anger can result in the gritting of one’s teeth if the “anger energy” gets 
strong enough, or tears result if the fear energy builds up high enough, the end result of what 
Spencer saw as “nervous energy” was the involuntary bodily discharge of laughter. Importantly, 
and here is the value of the insight, Spencer noted that laughter is distinct from all other physical 
emotional reactions in that laughter did not involve the motivation for further action. For 
example, the gritting of teeth in anger could ultimately result in throwing a punch. Likewise, 
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tears from fear could result in building to the action of fleeing. In contrast, the energy of laughter 
has no ultimate action. Rather, it is an end unto itself. This hints at the possible autotelic quality 
of laughter, which will come into play in later chapters (Briefly now: Does comedy with a 
satirical or social justice bent to it have a greater purpose than just laughter itself? What about 
comedy that seeks to unite a marginalized group through a laughter that affirms a shared 
identity? Is laughter done only for itself a somehow more “pure”?).  
The most well known version of the Relief Theory of humor is the version as developed 
by Freud as detailed in his seminal work Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious (1905). 
Freud was the first to clearly detail that the physical act of laughter can intentionally be deployed 
in different situations for different reasons, a seemingly obvious observation now that is actually 
quite profound in its usefulness for a sociological understanding of laughter. To Freud, the 
psychic energy released in laughter (both from the joke receiver and potentially the joke teller) is 
the energy that would have repressed the emotions that are instead expressed with the laughter. 
According to Freud, the most repressed emotions have to do with sex or hostility, and so 
therefore most jokes are about sex or hostility (or both!). So, when someone tells a sexual joke 
(or when someone complicity listens to and laughs at a sexual joke) he or she bypasses his or her 
internal instinct to repress sexual desire and instead vents that energy as laughter. When someone 
tells (or listens to and laughs at) a joke that mocks an individual (or group or idea), he or she is 
venting the hostility that is usually repressed toward the object of the joke and vents it as 
laughter. In both cases, the psychic energy normally used to do the repressing becomes 
superfluous, and is released in laughter.  
I bring up this aspect of Freud’s theory mainly to point out that it has been shown to be 
empirically false: studies have shown that individuals who are more likely to freely express their 
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disparaging feelings about a group of people or freely express their sexual desires (and who are 
therefore not repressed in those areas) are also more likely to laugh at jokes on those subjects 
(whereas according to Freud, it is those who had the most repressed energy in those areas who 
would be the biggest laughers, and those who were not repressed would have not excess energy 
to expel as laughter regarding jokes on those topics). This is relevant to our purposes here 
because it is a useful touchstone for a discussion of joking that I observed in improv comedy that 
can fall under the banner of what you might call “ironic sexism” or “ironic racism” or more 
generally “ironic detachment,” which will be discussed in greater detail later. In ironic sexism, 
the operating principle is that an improviser takes on a sexist character, who then will say sexist 
things (such as rape jokes) and act out sexist acts (including sexual assault) under the guise of 
doing so ironically, and that laughter is permissible because both the audience member and the 
performer are in on the understanding (share a baseline congruity) that sexism is bad and what is 
being made fun of is the sexist character. Such humorous strategy is justified by saying that the 
laughter produced is not laughing with a sexist, but rather laughing at sexism. It’s a slippery 
slope that will be discussed further in later chapters, but for now I want to flag that a comedian 
taking on the seemingly impenetrable shield of “ironic detachment” as a strategy for joking about 
any topic is potentially problematic. 
Freud’s account of the Relief Theory of humor also points out the way in which laughter 
can quite literally provide emotional relief to the laugher. One can imagine a time when a friend 
cheered you up from a moment of sadness by getting you to laugh, and in the moment of the 
laughing you perhaps momentarily forgot your pain (or the pain of your sadness was at least 
softened). As Freud puts it, “The pleasure of humor […] comes about […] at the cost of a release 
of affect that does not occur: it arises from an economy in the expenditure of affect” (293). I was 
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at first a bit confused by the phrasing of “the cost of a release of affect that does not occur.” 
However, I have come to understand it as being similar in meaning to the colloquial phrase, “I 
laugh because otherwise I will cry,” as made popular by the darkly comic musical Hedwig and 
the Angry Inch. Freud gives an illustrative example which he borrows from American humorist 
Mark Twain: “A worker was building a road when suddenly a stick of dynamite went off, 
sending him far away from the worksite. After the worker finally landed and returned, his boss 
docked him half a day’s pay for being absent.” Freud says we laugh at this story because we take 
the energy that we would otherwise use to feel pity for the worker and instead apply that energy 
to laughter (or as Hedwig would say, we laugh because otherwise we would cry). To be more 
precise, as we listen to the story, we can’t help but begin to summon the energy to feel pity, but 
with the turn of the story, we must spend the energy we have already summoned somewhere, so 
we spend it as laughter. Anecdotally, one can imagine a time where a friend is telling you a story 
in which you expect the outcome to be tragic (perhaps they are being intentionally obtuse for 
dramatic effect, or they are just bad at storytelling), and then when a turn comes that subverts 
your expectations, you can’t help but laugh.  
American novelist Kurt Vonnegut finds validity in Freud’s version of the Relief Theory, 
although he interprets the cause of the relief in slightly more specific terms. Namely, Vonnegut 
sees laughter as very often being the result of a relief of fear. Vonnegut employs this strategy in 
his own satirical sci-fi novels, although he takes it out of the psychoanalytic and into the more 
everyday. In his memoir A Man Without a Country, to explain this point Vonnegut muses on 
whether any topic could potentially be a source for comedy, or if some topics are just too tragic 
or sacred to serve the comedic purpose. His most famous novel, Slaughterhouse-Five, is about 
the firebombing of Dresden during World War II, in which over 100,000 residents of a town 
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were incinerated overnight. While not a laugh riot, the book does manage to provide a gallows 
humor of the event, which Vonnegut says is a form of “the soul seeking some relief.” Vonnegut 
invokes Freud, writing, “Humor is an almost physiological response to fear. Freud says that 
humor is a response to frustration — one of several” and that when a dog can’t get out a gate, 
according to Vonnegut, it will “scratch and start digging and making meaningless gestures, 
perhaps growling or whatever, to deal with frustration or surprise or fear. And a great deal of 
laughter is induced by fear” (4). To Vonnegut, even corny one-liner jokes have fear at their root. 
When someone asks you, “Why do firemen wear red suspenders?” it suddenly creates a sort of 
social fear or anxiety in you, because you don’t know the answer and you fear looking stupid. So 
then when the joker provides the intentionally anticlimactic punchline — “To keep their pants 
up” — you are relieved that it wasn’t a failure of intelligence on your part for not knowing the 
answer, and since your fear wasn’t realized, you laugh out of relief.  
Vonnegut also distinguishes so called “gallows humor” from what he terms a “laughless 
joke.” Going back to Hedwig’s “I laugh because otherwise I’d cry” above, Vonnegut writes that, 
“There are real life situations so hopeless that no relief is imaginable. While we were being 
bombed in Dresden, sitting in a cellar with our arms over our heads in case the ceiling fell, one 
soldier said as though he were a duchess in a mansion on a cold and rainy night, ‘I wonder what 
the poor people are doing tonight.’ Nobody laughed, but we were still all glad he said it” (5). 
Though no laugh occurred, the utterance still remains a form of comedy that provides relief akin 
to the way that audible laughter would have. This points to the cognitive dimension of the comic, 
and that there is something pleasurable the mental perception that something funny has occurred. 
To put this conversely, laughter is a mental salve for the otherwise unpleasurable.  
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American comedian Steve Martin, in his memoir Born Standing Up: A Comic’s Life, saw 
laughter as the audience members’ response to needing to relieve the tension built by the 
comedian. Martin writes:  
What if there were no punch lines? What if there were no indicators? What if I  
created tension and never released it? What if I headed for a climax, but all I  
delivered was an anticlimax? What would the audience do with all that tension?  
Theoretically, it would have to come out sometime. But if I kept denying them the  
formality of a punch line, the audience would eventually pick their own place to  
laugh, essentially out of desperation. This type of laugh seemed stronger to me, as  
they would be laughing at something they chose, rather than being told exactly  
when to laugh (79).  
  
So to Martin, the laugher has more agency in the expression of that relief than typically thought.  
Moving on, next I wish to discuss the Incongruity Theory of humor, or sometimes known 
as “the incongruous juxtaposition” theory. While still not a universal explanation for all instances 
of laughter, the focus on incongruity as an aspect of the comic comes closer to the typical variety 
of “comic laughter” seen at an improv comedy theatre, the object of our study. Though we can 
trace echoes of the Incongruity Theory all the way back to Cicero (“The most common kind of 
joke is that in which we expect one thing and another is said; here our own disappointed 
expectation makes us laugh,” from On The Orator), in its modern form, the Incongruity Theory 
originates in Francis Hutcheson’s work Reflections Upon Laughter (1725).  
Hutcheson was an Irish philosopher, and Reflection Upon Laughter was a criticism to the 
Superiority Theory of humor as articulated by Hobbes. Hutcheson saw laughter as a human’s 
response to the perception of an imbalance. In particular, it is the moment of realization that an 
imbalance exists that elicits the laugh. Hutcheson, however, didn’t use the term “incongruity” 
specifically. The first philosopher to actually use the term to analyze humor was James Beattie in 
his “Essay on Laughter and Ludicrous Composition” (1779). When we see something that makes 
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us laugh, according Beattie, the laughter “seems to arise from the view of things incongruous 
united in the same assemblage” (318). Moreover, the cause of laughter is “two or more 
inconsistent, unsuitable, or incongruous parts or circumstances, considered as united in one 
complex object or assemblage, as acquiring a sort of mutual relation from the peculiar manner in 
which the mind takes notice of them” (320). In other words, the juxtaposition of objects or ideas 
not normally positioned together is funny. Visually, this idea is easy enough to understand: if 
you put a hat on a fish, it’s funny; if you put a chimp in the driver’s seat of a tractor, it’s funny. 
Taking this further, the juxtaposition of incongruous ideas also works, and perhaps can even 
serve as the basis for an argument that the fundamental incongruity of the human condition (that 
we are reason-seeking beings caught in an unreasonable world) is the root of all comedy.  
Narrowing our focus, we can immediately see the explanatory power of the Incongruity 
Theory as a common sense explanation of humor that rings true with our own understandings of 
comedians’ jokes in the modern era. Consider a typical routine from a stand-up comedian, in 
particular one whose jokes follow the pattern of a “set-up” followed by “punchline” variety. The 
set-up is the first part of the joke: it creates the expectation which is to momentarily be 
subverted. The punchline is the end of the joke that undermines the previously set-up 
expectation; that’s where the incongruity arises, causing the laugh. In the language of the 
Incongruity Theory, the joke’s punchline is incongruous with the joke’s set-up.  
For example, consider a joke from classic one liner American stand-up comedian Steven 
Wright: “I went to a restaurant that serves 'breakfast at any time.' So I ordered French Toast 
during the Renaissance.” The set-up presents us with something familiar (a restaurant that keeps 
serving breakfast all day long). The choice of the phrasing “breakfast at any time” draws our 
attention to the part of the joke Wright intends to undermine, almost in the opposite way a sleight 
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of hand magician draws our attention to the part of the trick where the deception is not 
happening. The punchline then serves us up with a truly incongruous image: a specific “time” 
not in the hourly sense that the breakfast menu rule had drawn our focus to, but rather time in the 
sense of an era of history. The joke is especially strong because not only is the notion of time we 
start with incongruous with the notion of time we end with, but also because the sort of 
restaurant that serves breakfast at any time, most likely a low-end establishment, perhaps a 24-
hour diner or (as of 2017) a McDonalds, is also incongruous with the artistic heights that the 
Renaissance era is known for, a classic low-high incongruity juxtaposition.  
Here’s another example of a classic set-up (expectation) punchline (expectation 
subverted) joke from another one of the monumental figures of American stand-up comedy, Joan 
Rivers: “All my mother told me about sex was that the man goes on top and the woman on the 
bottom. For three years my husband and I slept in bunk beds.” This joke again delivers an 
incongruous punch on at least two levels. First, Rivers sets up an image of “missionary” position 
sex between a heterosexual couple with the man on top and the woman on the bottom; then, this 
image is swapped for the absurd one of a married couple sleeping in separate bunk beds. This 
works on the second level of starting out as seemingly “blue” material (that is, a joke that is 
sexual or crude in nature), but then surprises the audience with an almost innocent image of a 
married couple not only sleeping in different beds, but sleeping in the decidedly childlike 
configuration of bunk beds.  
When we speak of a joke working on “multiple levels” as I’ve done above, we’re 
invoking an aspect of the Incongruity Theory first developed by philosopher Arthur 
Schopenhauer. Namely, Schopenhauer saw that the incongruity in moments of laughter arose 
from our abstract knowledge of things and our more specific, tangible knowledge of those same 
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things. In other words, for necessity of communication and understanding the world around us, 
we group a great many real things under larger abstractions. At any given time we can only focus 
on one or two aspects of a larger abstraction’s qualities. So, humor arises when suddenly we 
become aware of an incongruity between an abstract concept and a specific perception that we 
had previously assumed to be the same thing. Schopenhauer writes, “The cause of laughter in 
every case is simply the sudden perception of the incongruity between a concept and the real 
objects which have been thought through it in some relation, and laughter itself is just the 
expression of this incongruity” (1818). First, notice Schopenhauer’s certainty that this explains 
laugher “in every case,” which as discussed for various examples above is patently not the case. 
However, in the cases where it does apply, Schopenhauer’s observation stands. 
To put it more colloquially, as I’ve heard comics describe the definition of comedy while 
backstage at improv comedy theaters or waiting around for their turn at an open mic, the 
audience laughs when something surprises them in a pleasing way. Or as Thomas Schulz 
describes, incongruity itself is not humor; mere incongruity is “nonsense” (1976). Rather, it is 
the non-painful “resolution” of the incongruity created that results in the pleasure of humor. 
When we hear the seemingly incongruous mistake, we attempt to place it into some conceptual 
schema; we are order seeking beings, afterall. If we are able to, then we experience the pleasure 
of solving the incongruity. Or in other words, we “get” the joke (or, we are “in on” the joke).  
Contemporary American author and MacArthur fellow George Saunders agrees with the 
basic tenant of the Incongruity Theory as a principle in his own comedic work. Saunders was 
profiled for the humorous undertones of his short stories in a collection of comedians by Vanity 
Fair writer Mike Sacks called Poking a Dead Frog: Conversations with Today’s Top Comedy 
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Writers (2014). In that interview, Saunders describes his vision of humor by making a distinction 
between the comic and the funny:  
I don’t see humor as some sort of shrunken or deficient cousin of ‘real’ writing.  
Being funny is about as deep and truthful as I can be. When I am really feeling  
life and being truthful, the resulting prose is comic. The world is comic. It’s not  
always funny but it is always comic. Comic, for me, means that there is always a  
shortfall between what we think of ourselves and what we are. Life is too hard  
and complicated for a person to live above it, and the moments when this is  
underscored are comic. But, of course, they are also deep. Maybe the most clearly  
we ever see reality is when it boots us in the ass (78). 
 
So to Saunders, the comic is not in the incongruity between our abstract knowledge of 
things and things as they actually are as Schopenhauer writes, but rather in our abstract 
understanding of ourselves (i.e. how we think of ourselves) and the concrete way we actually are 
(i.e. the reality of ourselves that we are occasionally forced to see when reality “boots us in the 
ass”). What distinguishes the comic from the funny in Saunders view, then, could be in line with 
what Schulz says is a “pleasing” incongruity. A pleasing incongruity is funny, whereas just a 
mere incongruity is simply comic.  
While useful for analyzing particular moments of humor (or, possibly, useful for 
practitioners in the creation of comedy) the preceding three philosophical theories fall short on 
their own for our purposes for their respective tendencies to undersocialize the particular 
contexts in which humor is deployed. In other words, humor is not something that just pops into 
existence in a vacuum; it is something that is done (both by the laugh maker and the laugher) in a 
specific time and place. 
As mentioned above, while the consumption of comedic television is the most commonly 
experienced form of formal comedy that individuals in our society currently experience, the 
particular formal comedy of interest here is that of comedy theatre.  
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The experience of the theatre is set off in both space and time. The theatre is both a 
physical structure and a social organization. Currently, there are four different physical locations 
that fall under the larger umbrella of the UCB Theatre, with two theaters in New York City (in 
Chelsea and the East Village) and two in Los Angeles (in Hollywood and Los Feliz). The 
original UCB Theatre is currently known officially as “UCB Chelsea” but still the only theatre 
which members of the UCB community refer to as just “UCB” (the others are referred to by 
either their street names (UCB Franklin and UCB Sunset in Los Angeles) or by neighborhood 
(UCB East Village).   
The original UCB Theatre is a 152 seat theatre in the basement of a Gristedes grocery 
store. For comedy fans, attending a show at UCB can feel akin to a religious pilgrimage. Rather 
than climbing a mountain to seek the wisdom of a sage, however, these comedy fans descend 
into the depths of a dank basement theatre to watch the comedy monks share their wisdom. In the 
basement, both audience members and performers alike engage in a sort of ceremony. All 
comedy shows, but especially all improv comedy shows, are a continual interaction. The 
audience is an essential part of the proceedings. In addition to the obvious way in which an 
audience member provides a suggestion at the start of a show, the audience also shapes the show 
by their laughter and continued engagement. Since the show is made up on the spot, it is a sort of 
living organism that literally adjusts in real time to the energy of the audience. A quieter 
audience will affect the performers in one way (perhaps they will become subdued themselves; 
alternatively, they might panic and begin to make bigger moves to win the audience over) while 
a more energetic audience will affect the performance in another  in another (they might continue 
doing the thing which earned the laugh again and again, or feed off of the audience’s positive 
response to push the envelope even further).  
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I have called the theatre a quasi-religious place. I will now say it is a place of magic, too. 
How is it magical? Well, it’s a place where anything might happen. It’s a place where normal 
social rules do not apply. It’s a space where taboos and norms are intentionally flaunted in a way 
that is both subversive yet still socially sanctioned. In short, it’s magical. This is true of all 
theatre, but it is especially true of improv comedy theatre.  
Improv comedy theatre contains a chaotic element. The physical space of the UCB 
Theatre is a reminder of this fact. The basement pipes that run above the stage literally leak onto 
the performers and audience members with semi-regularity; when this occurs, given the 
improvised nature of improv comedy theatre, it can be commented on and incorporated into the 
performance. The rundown seats frequently have springs poking through which can stab 
audience members and tear their clothing. While I worked as artistic director, for example, one 
such renegade spring tore a patron’s dress. When she approached us in the box office to explain 
what happened, we were worried she might sue us. Instead, she merely asked for a free ticket to 
an additional show, which we were happy to oblige.  
Improv comedy theatre also happens at designated times. Specifically, it happens at 
night, and often late at night. The UCB Theatre is open seven nights a week, with multiple shows 
each night of the week. The first performance typically starts at 7pm and the last performance 
starts at midnight. Most improv comedy shows typically only last one hour or less. It’s difficult 
to sustain the necessary “suspension of disbelief” required for a Schutzian finite provenance of 
meaning for much longer beyond such a time frame (especially without the use of psychedelic 
enhancement, but that’s a topic for another paper). The late night aspect of comedy adds to its 
social function of a magical space on the margins where the “unexpected” can occur. A mood is 
created that tells those participating that what is expected during normal business hours need not 
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apply here. The suspension of doubt aided by the separation from “normal” time and space is an 
essential element of the creation and reception of improv comedy. The suspension of disbelief 
(or what phenomenologists might call epoche) is required for all theatre, but it is even more 
essential for the enjoyment of improv theatre. A highly produced Broadway show includes 
elements of set decorations, costumes and extremely talented actors capable of successfully 
executing a variety of emotions, accents, and bodily feats. Improv comedians, on the other 
hands, have no props, no costumes, no set decorations. They need the audience on their side, 
rooting for them and believing in the spell being cast much more than a traditional theatre 
performance does.  
The conceit of improv helps in this affair. By being honest up front with the fact that this 
is not prepared (almost all improv shows start with the performers saying a few words about how 
what the audience is about to see has not been rehearsed ahead of time and is truly made up all 
on the spot) elicits the sympathy of the audience, and can increase their willingness to suspend 
their disbelief and go along for the ride, so to speak. In practical terms, the chaotic feeling of 
improv comedy theaters can aid to this experience. At UCB, the newest Los Angeles location 
(UCB Sunset) is unanimously agreed upon by all performers as the worst location of the four at 
which to do improv. Why? The space is too nice. It feels like a semi-professional regional 
theatre, rather than a dank comedy theatre run by escapees from an insane asylum, as the 
traditional UCB does. Whereas the grotesque vibe of the original UCB Theatre goes along with 
the seemingly unprofessional gimmick of improv comedians not preparing anything for their 
paying audience members, the relative polish of the UCB Sunset location takes away from that 
reality. Speaking to the essentially chaotic nature of improvised comedy theatre, which takes its 
roots all the way back to the commedia dell’arte, sociologist Peter L. Berger writes, “All police 
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states must worry about improvisation” (76). Berger’s point is that while a rehearsed 
performance can be pre-approved by an oppressive regime, an improvised performance truly has 
the potential to be subversive toward any and all authorities.  
A discussion of the special demarcation of the time and space of comedy would not be 
complete without a mention of the notion of carnival. The best study of the role of the institution 
of carnival in European society is that of Mikhail Bakhtin. In the carnival, Bakhtin saw a folk 
humor which celebrated what he called a “grotesque realism.” Performances, outfits, and jokes 
which highlighted the basest aspects of our bodies, typically deemed inappropriate for public 
viewing, are placed at the forefront of the carnival. All idealistic pretensions are debunked; the 
loftiest members of society still shit and fuck. This attitude is embodied in the improv of UCB 
throughout the year, but in particular comes to the forefront at a few points. Every summer, for 
example, the UCB hosts a 72 hour improv marathon called the “Del Close Marathon” (DCM) 
where improv is performed on their stages starting on Friday at 6pm and not stopping for the 
next 72 hours. During the late hours of the night and the early hours of the morning, the shows 
descend into carnival grotesquerie that would make even Bakhtin blush. Nudity, vulgarity, 
substance use, and even occasional violence all are carried out on stage in the name of comedy 
and in a spirit of “who is willing to go the furthest.” At a recent DCM, for example, at 
approximately 3 a.m. I saw a performance of seven improvisers who took the stage wearing 
robes and fake beards announcing that they were all the Prophet Muhammad and were here to 
perform an improv set, followed by a show consisting of a fully naked man yelling instructions 
about how to bake a pie into a microphone, followed by a show of eighteen performers all 
wearing Boston sports team paraphernalia taking the stage by announcing “We’re wicked fuckin’ 
queer!” as they chugged actual beer on stage and engaged in what appeared to be an actual fist 
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fight. During the 72 hours of DCM or any carnival like experience, what Bakhtin calls a 
“counterworld” is created. The attitude of the counterworld created at DCM pervades the culture 
of the UCB Theatre the rest of the year. 
 In Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World (1940; 1965), he makes a case for an especially 
important precursor to the rise of feminist theory in the academy in the late 1960s. In the work, 
Bakhtin examines the practices of carnival during early modern time in Europe. In the carnival 
Bakhtin focuses on what he calls “grotesque realism,” by which he means a set of conventions 
affirming freedom, the body, and that which is popular (in the sense of being of the people). In 
particular, the carnival conventions express a desire for a freedom from “official culture.” This is 
achieved in the carnival due to the carnival’s atmosphere of a temporary suspension of the 
normally agreed upon rules of society. One way in which it does this is by celebrating (rather 
than ignoring) the body and all its “grotesque” qualities and abilities, in part because since these 
grotesque functions and abilities of the body are universally shared, and are hence popular in that 
they are truly of the people.   Whereas in Bergson and Freud we see laughter as socially 
corrective, Bakhtin provides an important insight for a theory of feminist humor by arguing that 
laughter can also be liberating. Laughter can trouble the status quo by attacking the seriousness 
of official culture. And even more specifically, the invocation of an “unruly female body” in the 
carnival can itself be a challenge to “official culture.” For a modern example, consider the work 
of Lena Dunham in the HBO television show Girls, Comedy Central’s Broad City, or Netflix’s 
Orange is the New Black for moments of the unruly female body troubling official culture 
through humor.   
Laura Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975) gives us the 
concept of the “male gaze.” Mulvey argues that the male gaze occurs in several ways: the 
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creative force behind the camera (the director) is usually a male one, telling a story of a character 
in the film itself (the subject) which is also often male and in so doing directs the gaze of the 
spectator (the audience) upon a female (the object). Mulvey argues that the structure of most 
cinema therefore requires of its viewer, in order to make sense of the film, to enjoy a 
“scopophilic pleasure” (that is, visual) that is inherently voyeuristic and fetishistic, i.e. male. 
Here the voyeurism is implicit: we can imagine the archetypal male viewer watching the 
objectified female on screen while himself remaining safely hidden in the dark of the theater. 
Mulvey, who was influenced by psychoanalysis and Freud, argued that the fetishism of most 
cinema takes the form of creating images of women (usually the achieved object of the male 
hero’s desire) which reassure men of their power while diminishing their fear that they could 
lose it (what Freud calls castration anxiety).  
While Mulvey’s work remains influential, many feminist scholars bristled at the 
determinism of the psychoanalytic assumption of the male gaze concept which essentially 
conceives of women as innocent victims of forces outside of their control. Is it possible for a 
woman to both resist the patriarchy while also creating or taking pleasure in the creative works 
of the “official culture” despite the inevitable residue of sexism? 
The answer is yes, and the means of that affirmative, according to some feminist scholars, was 
itself comedy.  
The genre of comedy, according to Kathleen Rowe Karlyn in her work The Unruly 
Woman: Gender and the Genres of Laughter (1995), provides a sphere where women can resist 
the status quo while using culturally familiar touchstones of what is or is not funny. Karlyn 
points out in many genres of film women who deviate from the expected societal role are 
punished for their deviance, such as in the genres of melodrama,  film noir, western, or action. 
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However, with the genre of comedy, women who deviate from their expected societal role are 
often celebrated as heroes for their rule breaking. Mae West, a movie star and sex symbol of 
1930s and 1940s cinema, was an early example of the unruly woman. Perhaps the most well 
known unruly woman is Lucille Ball, with her work in the I Love Lucy television show (1951 - 
1957). Roseanne Barr is another such unruly woman, both in her stand-up routine and in her 
television sitcom, Roseanne (1988 - 1997).  
Karlyn’s theory of the “unruly woman” is in the same lineage as Bakhtin’s idea of 
“grotesque realism.” By her own account, Karlyn draws a variety of connections between 
Bakhtin’s grotesque realism and her own conception of the unruly woman: her body is excessive 
and refuses to be hidden; her speech is excessive and refuses to be silenced; she may be old or 
ugly or otherwise deviate from the “ideal” woman; her sexuality is promiscuous and unhidden 
(note: Karlyn makes a distinction that she does not use her sexuality to achieve her goals, a 
characteristic more in keeping with the cinematic archetype of the “femme fatale”); she is 
associated with liminality and indeed the source of her power might originate in her refusal to fit 
traditional cultural categories of what is expected of the role of a woman; and, finally, she makes 
jokes or laughs (28). 
Is the “unruly woman” the only strategy that a modern woman can take to succeed in 
comedy? No. There are of course a variety of forms that a feminist sense of humor could take. 
As feminist scholar Linda Mirzejewski writes in Pretty/Funny, as opposed to the carnivalesque 
strategy of an unruly woman presenting herself unapologetically in the fat, dirty, whoreish and so 
on manner of a Bakhtinian unruly woman, it can also be possible to thwart the stereotype that 
prettiness/funniness are incompatible (2014). Mirzejewski expands upon the variety of avenues 
for a feminist humor in her more recent work Hysterical! Women in American Comedy (2017), 
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whose name refers to the multiple meanings of the term hysterical, rooted in the Latin word for 
“uterus” and the name for the gendered psychosis label erroneously given to women during the 
19th century, and now in its modern usage as meaning extremely humorous.  
More recently, many women in comedy have made a mark in the mode of the unruly 
woman to varying degrees, including Lena Dunham, Mindy Kaling, Tina Fey, Margaret Cho, 
Amy Schumer, Sarah Silverman, Melissa McCarthy, Tig Notaro, Kathy Griffin, Wanda Sykes, 
Samantha Bee, Leslie Jones, Ali Wong, and Amy Poehler, and as well as exemplified by popular 
American television shows like Broad City (2009--), 2 Broke Girls (2011--), Don’t Trust The B 
In Apartment 23 (2012-2013), Girls (2012-2017), Orange is the New Black (2013--), Jane the 
Virgin (2014--), Crazy Ex Girlfriend (2015--), and others.  
The proliferation of such examples show the progress that women have made in the often 
male dominated field of comedy. However, at the same time, it’s also possible that this 
represents a “normalization of unruliness,” a theoretical possibility posed by feminist television 
scholar Mimi White in her conference talk “Unruly is the New Normal” (2015). The way in 
which what was once a subversive punchline can quickly lose its punch is reminiscent of the 
comedian expression “hack.” What was once fresh and funny can become boring and stale. Hack 
is a disparaging remark from one comedian to another, as in, “Hey, that joke of yours about 
wives nagging their husbands was hack.” Simply put, it means cliche. This is in contrast to the 
compliment, “well observed.” While the general public might think the worst insults they could 
levy against a comic are “offensive,” or “stupid,” or even “not funny,” among comics none of 
these sting as much as the criticism that you aren’t doing anything new, that you’re material is 
“hack.” From the word “hackneyed,” it is the one thing that all the working comics I know today 
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want to avoid more than anything else. Even if your act gets laughs, if other comedians think 
your tired old joke about a nagging wife is hack, then your professional reputation is sunk. 
Something similar is true in sociology, as I learned during my dissertation proposal 
process. Early on, my committee gave me feedback along the lines of: “This isn’t a puzzling 
question,” or, “People will read this and say, ‘Yes, so what?” or, “Will this add an original piece 
of knowledge to the field of sociology or are you just repeating something we already know to be 
true?” In other words, original drafts of my proposal were hack. Perhaps future dissertation 
committees can take a note from comedian nomenclature and incorporate “hack” into their 
feedback. “So basically your argument is that social systems tend to reproduce themselves? 
Hmm, that’s a little hack, don’t you think?” In both sociology and comedy, we all strive for the 
deceptively simple and frustratingly difficult goal of saying something that is true yet not cliché. 
As soon as the form of the unruly woman (or any comedic strategy) becomes normalized and 
falls into the realm of the cliche/hack, rather than troubling the status quo, it slowly begins to 
merely calcify into its own stereotype. The continual need for fresh takes, both in comedy and 
sociology, is largely what excites me about both fields. As Simon Critchley writes in On 
Humour, while it is true that humor can be merely “reactionary and conservative” to the extent 
that “jokes return us to a common, familiar domain of shared life-world practices, the 
background meanings implicit in a culture,” it is also possible for humor to do more, to point to 
“how things might be otherwise” (90). So, rather than a Sensus Communis, we can see the 
creation of something new which appeals to a Dissensus Communis. To the degree this latter 
form is actually achievable, as Critchley loftily claims, humor has “a certain messianic power” 
(91).  
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This does not mean that Bakhtin’s claim that the laughter that results from the grotesque 
realism of the carnival is no longer liberating necessarily. Rather, it points to the shifting nature 
of culture and language, and that that which is perceived as grotesque — that which is troubling 
to official culture — would of course also shift with time. However, it does point to the way in 
which the status quo tends to defend and reproduce itself, and one such strategy for doing so is to 
subsume that which threatens it. As Justin D. Edwards and Rune Graulund argue in The 
Grotesque, insofar as the grotesque is that which is abnormal, artwork or performance or 
representation of the grotesque has the power to destabilize the “givenness” of what is seen as 
“normal” (2013, 8). This is reminiscent of the identity work of Judith Butler, which pointed to 
the way in which cultural identities themselves are performed rather than given. In Mary Russo’s 
The Female Grotesque, which focuses on the gendered dimensions of a specifically female 
grotesqueness, she argues that displays of new forms of the female grotesque (which will be 
different in different eras, locales, and contexts) have the potential to open up new modes of 
cultural identity. Drag queen culture is given as one such example in which the social 
construction of deviance is played with in order to celebrate and enable alternative identity 
communities (1995).  
There are, of course, other feminist strategies of humor outside of the unruly woman and 
the grotesque as in the Bakhtinian lineage. One such possibility is represented by the influential 
text The Laugh of the Medusa (1975) written by French feminist scholar Hélène Cixous. 
Cixous’s aim is to reclaim the myth of the Medusa. What is laughable to Cixous is the male 
paranoia wrapped up in a myth about a horrible feminine monster whose female face is 
surrounded by writhing snakes. Cixous writes, “You only have to look at the Medusa straight on 
to see her. And she’s not deadly. She’s beautiful and she’s laughing” (1975, 885). As Mireille 
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Rosello describes in her essay “The Queer Laugh of the Postimmigrant,” the laugh of the 
Medusa is precisely that laugh which “refuses to consider whether or not the community laughs 
with, laughs at, or laughs at all” (2017, 170). This is a defiant laugh, a laugh of protest in the face 
of the dominant narrative. As Rosello writes, however, Cixous’s laugh assumes a certain 
privileged position (a common critique of third-wave feminists looking back on the shortcomings 
of second-wave feminism) that is not always available to everyone equally. Rosello writes: 
“Laughter is not only culturally specific but also dependent on forms of embodiment: laughter is 
always already gendered and racialized. Before deciding whether one can or should laugh at 
something or with someone, one has to position oneself on a scale of categories that 
hierarchically construct one as a man or a woman, a black, white, or brown body. And the norm 
systematically dehumanizes those subjects who cannot or will not occupy a clear position (179).” 
While many of the theories of humor discussed above see a joke as something being done 
only by the joke teller, Rosello’s intersectional feminist framework for looking at humor calls to 
attention the agency of the laugher, and also the complex web of positions, not all equal in status, 
that are potentially at play in every single moment when humorous play generating comedic 
laughter (either in the form of official comedic performance or casual social joking around) is 
afoot. A joke is a speech act which requires assent and consent at each stage. In the play fighting 
of primate youths, at any moment one or both partners can decide that the play fighting is actual 
fighting, and the playtime can be over in an instant. The same is true with the jokes of improv 
comedy. 
The shifting and spontaneous nature of improv comedy provides an intense petri dish to 
study such attempts at the creation of comedy in contemporary society. The performers do not 
wear costumes and the spaces they perform in are small and intimate; the audience is always 
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only a few feet away from the sheer physicality of their bodies. The audience at each step must 
assent and consent to the humor being created, both directly with suggestions of the scenes to see 
performed, and indirectly by laughing or not laughing, therefore helping shape what the 
performers do next, in this way serving as co-creators of the evening’s show. 
In the chapters that follow, I will use the tools of the theories of humor presented above, 
in particular the lens of humor as play and the insights of the various frameworks of feminist 
theories of humor, to examine the phenomenon of adults attempting to create culturally 
recognizable moments of humor in the medium of improv comedy at the Upright Citizens 
Brigade Theatre in New York City over the last decade. 
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CHAPTER 1 
How Do You Practice Something That Is Spontaneous? 
An Organizational History of the Upright Citizens Brigade 
 
 When most people think of live comedy performance in the United States, they most 
likely think of stand-up comedy. That is, a single performer delivering prepared jokes (often of 
the set-up, punchline format) on a stage to an audience. It’s also possible they will think of their 
favorite comedy TV shows or movies and their favorite comedic actors starring therein. A more 
comedically astute demographic might even think of sketch comedy, with exemplaries like 
Saturday Night Live, In Living Color, MAD TV, or even Monty Python floating to mind. Most, 
however, will not think of improv comedy. That is the sort of live comedy that is the topic of this 
paper. You’ll notice that many of the examples given in the preceding chapter came from the 
stand-up or television shows, which is done for an ease of example. In the chapters that follow, 
the bulk of examples are from the specific improv comedy scenes that I observed as a part of my 
fieldwork at the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre.  
 What, then, is improv comedy? Simply put, it is comedy that is spontaneously performed 
and not prepared in advance or scripted. This is a rather large umbrella, and could count the off 
the cuff riffing that happens among friends as well as “ad libbed” lines that stand-up comedians 
add to their sets or that comedic actors do during television shoots which make it into the final 
product, all of which further confusing our definition here. Those instances are outside of our 
scope. What is meant by “improv comedy” in this paper, then, is something far narrower. Improv 
comedy here refers to what is known by its practitioners as “long form improv comedy.” This is 
to distinguish its practice from “short form improv comedy.” Short form improv comedy is what 
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is done on the long running television series Whose Line Is It Anyway? and regionally in the 
“ComedySportz” franchise of comedy theatres.  A short form improv comedy show consists of a 
series of challenges or “games.” Each game is typically first explained by an emcee to the 
audience. A few examples:  
 Questions Only: a short form game where two improvisers must attempt to carry on an 
intelligible scene, but with the restriction that each line of dialogue must be in the form of a 
question. Example exchange:  
 “What are you doing wearing a chicken costume at the mermaid parade?” 
 “Isn’t this the chicken parade?”  
“Does your costume cover your ears or something?” 
And so on. 
 The Alphabet Game: a short form game where two improvisers must attempt to carry on 
an intelligble scene, but with the restriction that each line of dialogue must start with a 
subsequent letter of the alphabet. Example exchange:  
 “Always a pleasure to see you, Mr. President.” 
 “Bernie, please, call me Donald.”  
 “Can’t argue with you, Donald.”  
 “Donald, I said call me ‘Donald.’” 
 “Excuse me, but I’m pretty sure I did.”  
 “Forgive me, I am using a new spray tan and some of it must have gotten in my ears.”  
 And so on. 
Party Quirks: a more complicated but common short form game where audience 
members write down various “quirks” for the improvisers to act out. One improviser is assigned 
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the role of host of the party, and he or she leaves the room. The emcee then assigns the quirks to 
three other improvisers to play the roles of guests at the party. Quirks could range from “Bill 
Clinton” (in which case the improviser has been assigned an impression) to “really needs to use 
the bathroom” to “doesn’t want anyone to know he is really a talking vegetable.” This is all just 
the set up. The pleasure of the game comes from watching the host come back into the room and 
attempt to guess each improviser’s assigned roles as they carry out the casual small chat of a 
dinner party.  
Again, the above examples are all short form games. Long form, by contrast, is much 
more like watching a group of people (ranging from two to eight players) attempt to improvise a 
thirty to sixty minute comedic play, whereas a single short form game might only last two to five 
minutes. As the UCB defines it on their FAQ, “In longform improvisation, performers create an 
entire show consisting of interconnected scenes, characters, and ideas completely made-up on the 
spot with no pre-planning or pre-writing.” 
The element of audience interaction in long form is far less explicit. Most long form 
improvisations start with a minimal prompt from the audience, which the team then uses as a 
starting place for their improvisation. The famous Chicago long form duo of TJ & Dave, 
however, start their show simply by saying, “We assure you this is all made up” and then turn to 
each other and stare at each other until one of them is moved to begin speaking. That is rare. 
Most long form teams will instead say something to the audience along the lines of, “May we 
have a suggestion of anything at all?” at which point an audience member will shout a word or 
phrase, and then the show begins with no further audience interaction or explicit structure 
imposed externally. Other long form shows involve more of a “gimmick” to inspire the 
improvisers to act out the scenes that follow. For example, in UCB’s long running flagship show 
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Asssscat, a guest monologist (often a celebrity) asks the audience for a suggestion, which is 
meant to inspire a spontaneous story from the monologist of about two to five minutes, which 
then in turn serves as the fodder for sixty minutes of improvised scenes to follow from the six to 
eight improvisers. Another gimmick could be interviewing an audience member about their 
messed up family life (as done by UCBT NY team Death By Roo Roo) or about their love life 
(as done by UCBT NY team What I Did For Love). 
 
What is the Upright Citizens Brigade? 
 
The Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre (UCBT) is a comedy theatre with an affiliated 
training center with two locations in New York City and two locations in Los Angeles. The UCB 
Theatre was founded in New York in 1996 and the training center followed in 1997.  The 
founding members of the UCBT rose to prominence in 1998 when they got a sketch comedy 
show on Comedy Central, which ran for three seasons. The theatres themselves are relatively 
small (seating around 100 each) but the reach of the UCBT’s comedy influence is large, with 
approximately 8,000 students taking classes each year. It’s difficult to understand the modern 
comedy landscape in the United States today without knowing about the Upright Citizens 
Brigade Theatre. To say that it’s influential is an understatement. In the same way that stand-up 
comedy was a vehicle for stars of the 1980s and 1990s to launch successful television and film 
careers — with standouts like Jerry Seinfeld, Ray Romano, Roseanne Barr, and Dave Chappelle 
— the paradigm shifted in the late 1990s and early 2000s to be dominated by improv comedy 
theatres as the primary breeding ground for future comedic talent, with the Upright Citizens 
Brigade Theatre joining older stalwarts like The Second City, iO (formerly the ImprovOlympic), 
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The Groundlings, and others. That said, with the increase of so called “influencers” on YouTube 
and other social media platforms rising to prominence in more mainstream entertainment, 
however, a swing back to the individualism of stand-up and the new format of vlogging and its 
varieties, rather than the collaboration of sketch and improv, could be on the horizon as the new 
dominant comedy launching pad. 
The Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre was founded by Amy Poehler, Matt Besser, Matt 
Walsh, and Ian Roberts. These four comedians moved to New York City from Chicago in 1996 
after meeting doing improv at iO. The group initially included comedians like Horatio Sanz and 
Adam McKay, but slimmed down to four when Amy, Matt, Matt and Ian moved to New York 
City with the specific goal of getting a sketch show on Comedy Central. Initially, starting a 
comedy theatre, let alone a comedy school, was not on there mind.  Rather, it happened piece by 
piece, out of a sort of practical necessity. The group was performing shows regularly enough that 
rather than paying to rent other spaces to perform at, it eventually just made financial sense for 
them to have their own space. And what started as teaching the sort of Chicago style improv they 
learned on the side just to make enough money to survive, eventually turned into a full on 
comedy institution. Since then, the Upright Citizens Brigade has become one of the premier 
training grounds of comedy talent for television and film in the United States, joining the likes of 
Chicago’s Second City (with alumni like Bill Murray and Tina Fey) and Los Angeles’s 
Groundlings (with alumni like Will Ferrell and Melissa McCarthy). Hundreds of UCB’s alumni 
have gone on to write, act, direct or produce in comedy television and film on a professional 
level. A small sampling include Bobby Moynihan (Saturday Night Live), Kate McKinnon 
(Saturday Night Live), Sasheer Zamata (Saturday Night Live), Jordan Klepper (Comedy 
Central’s The Daily Show, The Opposition), Nicole Byer (MTV’s Girl Code), Ellie Kemper (The 
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Office, The Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt), Aubrey Plaza (Parks and Recreation), Ben Schwartz 
(House Of Lies), Adam Pally (Happy Endings), Aziz Ansari (Master of None) and more. In 
addition to performing on television as actors, UCB alumni also write for television shows, 
including The Tonight Show With Jimmy Fallon, Late Night With Seth Meyers, Saturday Night 
Live, The Colbert Report, The Daily Show, Workaholics, Key & Peele, and more. Understanding 
the social dynamics at the UCB Theatre is a way to get a glimpse at the larger social forces 
shaping the contemporary world of professional comedy today. In other words, this is where 
Weber’s comedy virtuosi are trained. But, perhaps more importantly for our purposes here, 
understanding the mythology of the UCB Theatre being a place that can serve as a transitional 
step from being a comedy fan to a comedy professional is critical to understanding why students 
flock to its classes and why they place such a premium on belonging to the UCB community.  
“UCB” as a term can refer to a variety of entities. The original “Upright Citizens 
Brigade” was a comedy group that formed in 1990 in Chicago out of a cadre of aspiring comedy 
students who met at the ImprovOlympic. As stated above, the original incarnation included Matt 
Besser, Amy Poehler, Ian Roberts, Matt Walsh, Adam McKay, Rick Roman, Horatio Sanz and 
Drew Franklin1. Other early members included Neil Flynn, Armando Diaz, Ali Farahnakian and 
Rich Fulcher. The group condensed into a core of four members: Amy Poehler, Matt Besser, 
Matt Walsh, and Ian Roberts who, in 1996, moved from Chicago to New York City to perform 
sketch and improv comedy with the goal of getting a sketch comedy show on Comedy Central, a 
goal they achieved in 1998.  
The Comedy Central sketch show was also called “The Upright Citizens Brigade,” which 
adds to the litany of entities which one could possibly be referring to when they invoke the 
group’s name. When the UCB 4 (as the four founders are known) first arrived in New York City 
                                                
1 Franklin’s face smooshed onto a copy machine continues to serve as the UCB logo. 
2 Towards the end of the writing process of my dissertation, UCB announced that it was closing the 
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in 1996, before they started a theatre, they rented other venues to perform their signature 
monologue based improv show, Asssscat. As the legend goes, the show is so named for a 
nonsensical line that Horatio Sanz said during an early performance, in which he yelled out 
“Asssscat!” for no apparent reason. The show first ran at KGB Bar and later at a location called 
Solo Arts, which served as a semi-permanent home for the UCBT community as it began to 
coalesce. It was at this location that the UCB 4 began expanding their reach and invited other 
aspiring comedians to join their comedy collective as “Harold Teams,” so named for the 
particular sort of long form format they performed. The UCBT then moved into its own space on 
22nd Street in Manhattan at a 75-seat auditorium that formerly housed the Harmony Burlesque 
Theater, an all-nude lap-dancing club. After a building inspector forced the theatre to close in 
2002 due to fire code violations, the UCBT moved to its longtime home in Chelsea, a 152 seat 
theatre located on the corner of 26th Street and 8th Avenue in the basement of a Gristedes 
supermarket, and the location for my fieldwork.2 
The UCBT continued to expand as demand for classes grew. In 2005 a west coast theatre 
was opened up in Hollywood, California. In 2008 UCB launched a website at 
www.UCBcomedy.com to showcase UCB talent in internet video form (in 2016 this digital 
presence was reborn as a new comedy variety show on the internet platform Seeso, named “The 
UCB Show”). In 2011 a second New York City venue was opened in the East Village, originally 
known as UCBeast or Beast and later as UCB East Village, which resulted in the renaming of the 
original venue to be UCB Chelsea, reflecting the Manhattan neighborhood where it resides. In 
2012 a larger training center was opened in New York City, in order to double the number of 
classes offered. The sixteen person, eight week long, three-hour classes tend to sell out within 
                                                
2 Towards the end of the writing process of my dissertation, UCB announced that it was closing the 
Chelsea location and moving its New York City main stage to a location in Hell’s Kitchen closer to the 
Theatre District of Manhattan.  
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minutes of being put online; even with the increased supply, demand continues to outpace what 
UCB can provide.  In 2013, the UCBT released a how-to book of improv comedy called The 
Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy Improvisation Manual. In 2014, the UCB opened a second 
venue in Los Angeles, known as UCB Sunset, at which time the original UCB LA Theatre was 
renamed UCB Franklin.  
UCB also has a corporate workshop branch and a touring company known as “TourCo” 
that sends small teams of seasoned improvisers to perform at colleges, businesses, festivals and 
event centers, as well as to teach corporate improv workshops around the country. TourCo is the 
only entity that pays performers at UCB to do improv, as noted in a fairly scathing New York 
Times write up in February 2013, which criticized the UCB for not paying its performers and for 
relying on unpaid interns to run the theatre3.  
In summary, when people talk about “UCB,” they can mean a lot of things: the original 
four person group, the TV sketch show on Comedy Central, the training center, one or all four of 
the theatre stages, the online video presence, TourCo, or all of the entities combined. For the 
purposes of this paper, unless specified otherwise, UCB shall refer to the current combined 
community of individuals who perform, study or teach improv comedy at the two theatres and 
training center in New York City. This includes performers, theatre staff, training center teachers 
and administrators, and students.  
Throughout my time at UCB, I was struck by how it was common parlance for people to 
say “the community” or “this community” and assume that what they meant by this would be 
understood. Though it changes from person to person, in general invoking the term “this 
community” seems to mean what I have here defined as “UCB” (those actively involved with the 
                                                
3 “Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre Grows By Not Paying Performers,” The New York Times, February 
19th, 2013  
  39 
theatres and training centers). This definition is of course porous as well, as someone who 
teaches four times a week and performs at the theatre twice a week is seemingly more definitely 
a part of “the community” than someone who, say, took a class once or occasionally stops by for 
an open mic. That said, in practice, it is equally plausible for each of these hypothetical 
individuals to claim (or disavow) belonging to the UCB community. This ambiguity is a 
recognized and implicit part of my discussion of defining what it means to be considered a 
comedian at UCB. 
It’s difficult to overstate just how badly aspiring comedians want to be a part the UCB 
Theatre. As one Harold Night performer once told me, getting on a house improv team at UCB 
was the “single most validating experience” of his entire life. Who are these people who so 
desperately want to belong? 
 
Who is the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre? 
 
 If you spend any amount of time at the UCB Theatre, it won’t take long for someone to 
mention to you Will Hiners. Will Hiners is not famous. He has had small parts on a variety of 
television shows and in a handful of commercials, a claim that many UCBT performers and 
teachers can make, but you will not recognize him if you saw him on the street. However, among 
the UCB community, Will Hiners is as famous and well regarded as they come. He is a UCB 
performer, teacher, and employee, a trifecta of belonging that is rare to come by in this exclusive 
community.  
 Will Hiners was a software engineer working for AOL in the late 1990s. By his own 
admission, he was “unhappy and missed talking to people who had strong opinions about who 
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the Saturday Night Live Weekend Update anchor should be.” So, on a lark, he signed up for an 
improv comedy class at the newly formed Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre. He was instantly 
hooked.  
 “In New York City, improv was very uncool and dumb before the UCB got there,” says 
Will. “Then they [the UCB 4] were like, ‘No, improv is cool,’ and that’s contagious. Without the 
UCB 4, or somebody just as impactful, improv never would have taken over New York City. 
When I first saw Harold Night, at this fifth floor walk-up space at UCB, it was like a weird 
mystery club and instantly the coolest thing.”  
 Will wanted to be a part of the “cool” of the UCB Theatre. It took over his life. He was 
soon either seeing, doing, or practicing improv every single night of the week.  
 “I joined what at the time was called a ‘practice group,’” Will tells me in one of our 
several hour long recorded interviews about the UCB Theatre community. “Now, people don’t 
really do practice groups. Instead, people have ‘indie teams.’ And the idea is that your indie team 
will also perform shows. But I think for me and a lot of other people of my generation, there was 
at least initially a lot of fear that we weren’t good enough to perform in front of other people yet. 
And we really, really wanted to get better. I mean, we wanted to practice this thing and get good 
at it.”  
 Will’s practice paid off. Will completed the UCBT improv training curriculum (a system 
which initially only included three levels of a core curriculum, but which has since expanded to 
include four levels of core curriculum and a variety of advanced study courses, a sort of 
undergraduate degree plus graduate programs of improv) and went on to be placed on a house 
team. He then became a teacher and eventually head of the school as the academic supervisor. 
Will was one of the co-authors of the UCB improv manual, published in 2013, and he later went 
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on to write his own improv manual called How To Be The Greatest Improviser On Earth which 
he self-published in 2016. Will saw his first UCB improv show when he was 26 years old. Will 
is now 48 years old. He has never married and he does not have children. He continues to 
perform and teach improv at the UCB Theatre every week of his life. Improv comedy is Will’s 
religion and the UCBT is Will’s family.  
Will’s devotion and immersion in improv comedy and UCB is a robust but by no means 
singular example of the love that the UCBT inspires in people. Shannon O’Neill, the current 
artistic director of the UCB Theatre in New York City, is one of the over fifty performers I spoke 
to at length on the subject of improv. In an interview, I ask her why she loves improv. She 
considers the question for a long while before she gives me her reply. I can tell it’s an important 
question to her and she wants to make sure she gets it right. She then slowly answers, 
deliberately picking each word,  “I love improv because I can be a part of myself on stage that 
would never usually be seen, because you can hide it behind a character.” Shannon smiles and 
gets a devilish look on her face, then laughs to herself before she finishes her thought, saying, 
“You can say the shit you really want to say in your daily life, but get away with it because 
you’re playing a character.”  
“I love it for the other people,” Chris Phipps tells me. Phipps is a long time student of 
UCB and has auditioned to get onto a house team several years in a row, but so far has never 
made the cut. When he refers to his improv team, he means his indie improv team, “Buckets of 
Blankets.” Phipps continues, “It’s that thing, of like, we’re all in this together, and we’ve all got 
each other’s backs, and no matter what, we’re all in this together. When else in your life do you 
have that?” Chris’s invocation of the phrase “got your back” is no accident. A common practice 
of improvisers is to pat each other on the back and literally say out loud to each team member 
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one at a time, “I’ve got your back” while standing backstage in the moments before your team is 
set to perform. I ask Phipps if his team says “got your back” to each other before their shows. He 
laughs and says “Oh yeah! Isn’t that funny that we do that? No teacher ever told me this was 
something that was done, yet somewhere along the way I must have witnessed someone doing it 
and then it became a part of our tradition, and like, the shows where we are rushed and don’t get 
to say it beforehand for whatever reason, I get kinda superstitious about that.” 
I ask veteran improviser Gavin Speiller, member of one of the most respected UCBT 
weekend teams of all time, Death By Roo Roo, why he loves improv. He pauses and takes issue 
with the question. “I don’t know if I love it. I’m definitely addicted to it though. I mean, I need 
it. I’m also thinking I should take a break from it, but I also can’t imagine my life without it,” 
Gavin says, laughing. “Which probably means I should quit it cold turkey.” I ask Gavin if he 
agrees with the analogy that improv is like a comedy drug of sorts. “I totally agree with that 
analogy. It feels good to get that response from an audience. What is that? A shot of dopamine? 
Serotonin? It’s…” Gavin pauses, searching for the word. “It’s validation!” he exclaims. “Who 
doesn’t like to be validated, you know? To present your ideas, like, ‘I think this is funny, I think 
this is interesting,’ and then to have an audience, an entire group of people, instantly agree with 
you? That’s kind of all we really want in the world. I mean, most of us, if we’re being honest 
with ourselves, are like, ‘I want people to like me, this is a way that shows that people like me,’ 
which is of course a cliche, but of course it’s true. Any form of comedy, and maybe especially 
improv, if you ask why do people do it, it’s like, ‘I want to be liked!’” Hearing Gavin express his 
anxieties over being liked is telling, since he is arguably one of the most liked and respected 
improvisers at the theatre. In other words, if Gavin is still worried about being liked, then that 
worry probably never goes away among improv comedians, or at least isn’t a problem that can 
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be solved by greater degrees of achievement within the UCB system. In addition to performing 
on his improv team, Gavin had a one person show which ran every other week at the theatre for a 
year. The poster of the show featured Gavin wearing a cute dog costume and smiling pitifully. 
The title of the show was, “Gavin Speiller Needs Your Approval.”  
Chelsea Clarke, a beloved performer and teacher, doesn’t hesitate when I ask her why she 
loves improv. “I love improv! Yes I do,” she says, then quickly adds, “I love improv and I keep 
doing it because it’s…” Here Chelsea trails off and, lost in thought, laughs to herself. She turns 
back to me and finishes her answer, “I love improv because it’s totally fun!” she says with 
absolute earnestness. Chelsea’s answer was a needed reminder to me. Much like reading Jack 
Katz’s The Seduction of Crime and how we often discuss deviant behavior in such a way that we 
forget the agency of those who do the crime and usually think of them as victims of structures 
which compelled them to act the way they did, or as psychological deviants with a behavioral 
problem which resulted in the aberration in question, rather than as functioning individuals who 
made a choice to engage in an act which, for perhaps a variety of understandable reasons, 
provided them with pleasure. In this same way, Chelsea’s answer was a welcome reminder for 
me not to get so lost in the abstractions of academic theorizing and to lose sight of a simple and 
obvious fact, one that is clear watching the smiles of the performers of improv comedy before, 
during, and after their sets: improv comedy is a whole lot of fun (some might even argue that it is 
significantly more fun to do than to watch).  
John Murray is a veteran improviser of the New York scene who has made a steady 
living as a commercial actor in comedic roles which he got after establishing himself as a reliable 
improv comedian at the UCBT, a path that many students want to emulate (if not as an absolute 
end goal, at least as a step on the way to making their living as working comedic actors, with the 
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ultimate end goal being TV and/or film work). If in the past year or two you have seen a JetBlue 
commercial campaign involving a clean cut looking white man interviewing children, you have 
seen John’s work. After asking him about why he loved improv, John got serious and considered 
the question for a while. He then referenced the physical space of the theatre. Many people 
brought up loving the specific space of UCB, but John was the only person who brought it up as 
his first thought when thinking about why he loved improv. “I mean, there’s just something 
about that space. You know what I’m talking about, you’ve performed there,” John said to me as 
we sat in the backyard of his Park Slope apartment, his wife and young children inside. “Down 
in that basement, 200 people4, people laughing at what you’re doing, especially when you’re 
doing it well? It’s just so gratifying. And a lot of actors don’t get to have that on a regular basis, 
and we do, and that’s a real privilege.”  
I sit with Dave Bluvband in his apartment just a few blocks away from the UCBT 
Chelsea Theatre, a location he specifically chose so that he could be close by and see as many 
shows as possible. Dave is one of the quintessential improv students. He is a self-described 
“comedy nerd” and his apartment is filled with DVD box sets of comedy nerd favorites like 
Monty Python and Mr. Show. Dave is just a regular nerd, too, and frequently pushes up his thick 
glasses as we talk for over three hours about comedy in his living room. In a separate 
conversation with Charlie Todd, UCB improv teacher and founder of flash mob viral video 
collective Improv Everywhere, Todd tells me that Dave Bluvband is proof that students actually 
can get better at improv. A common criticism of UCBT classes is that people are either funny or 
they’re not, and the funny people are the ones who are going to make the teams anyway, and 
UCBT just makes all the unfunny people pay for classes to keep stringing them along. While 
                                                
4 While the official seat capacity of the UCBT Chelsea stage is 152, for popular shows, the theatre will 
often have a standing room only crowd that they will allow to sit on the stage and stand in the back, 
which can bring the numbers up to the 200+ range. 
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many students take only four or five classes, audition for a team and either get on or don’t and 
then decide to move on, there is a certain subsection who keep taking classes year after year, 
doggedly auditioning again and again. Dave has taken more than a mere four classes; he has 
taken over 20 eight-week classes, each at around $350 a pop. After years of failed auditions, 
Dave finally got onto a team, which many in the community felt was a victory for the proof of 
“paying your dues” and improving, an oft stated value amongst those I spoke to.  
Speaking with Dave, he effusively spoke of how much he loved improv. “I love improv 
because it was one of the first things that I ever felt like I was good at,” Dave tells me. Dave 
started taking improv classes at UCB as an eighteen year old, and while he feels like one of the 
veteran figures I have known to be a part of the improv scene for as long as I have been a part of 
it, he is only 25 years old as we have our conversation. Dave thinks about his answer for a few 
moments, and then corrects himself. “I don’t want to say that I was immediately good. I was not 
good. I don’t want to seem cocky. More like…” Dave thinks for a moment about his answer. He 
pushes up his glasses and hunches over in his seat. With his long, narrow sideburns that go down 
to his chin and the shadow that his severe posture cast on his face, he looks a good deal like 
Eddie Munster. “It’s more like this: I’m not a sports guy. I’m not a math guy. I’m not a super 
confident guy. UCB was a place for me to come and feel like I was. . .” Dave again pauses, 
searching for the right word. He looks up and continues. “It was a place for me to come and feel 
like I was a winner, you know?” Dave laughs at himself, I think still worried about coming 
across cocky at choosing the word “winner,” but I understand what he is saying. He’s echoing 
the feelings of gratification and validation that John, Gavin and many others spoke to me about. 
Dave continues to think, then goes on, “It was like, this is my shining moment.” He stops and 
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considers again, then starts a new, “It’s like, ‘I feel safe here. I’m going to keep coming here.’” 
Dave’s expression changes, and I can see he is more satisfied with this answer. 
In contrast to Dave, who I think is the look and vibe of what a casting director would go 
for if given the task of filling the role of the quintessential “improv comedian” in a show (a nerdy 
twenty-something white guy with bad posture wearing a flannel shirt and glasses), Don Fanelli 
was a “sports guy” in highschool and college, playing on the baseball team at Rutgers in his 
home state of New Jersey. Fanelli is a proudly Italian, muscular athlete. In a word, he is a jock. 
Yet he too has found a home at the UCBT. “I was afraid to admit that this world, this world of 
like acting and comedy, is what you want to do for the rest of your life,” Don tells me. We’re 
sitting in a playground near the UCB Theatre on a Tuesday, which means that later that night 
Dave and Don will be performing at Harold Night. “I think you’re afraid, always, to admit that, 
because there’s a real fear that you won’t be able to do this for the rest of your life, so you don’t 
want to admit that’s what you want, because you might not be able to get it. But then if you try to 
do something else, you’re miserable. You’re miserable! You can’t even move. And then I had 
this moment where I was just like, ‘I want to do this until I die.’ Improv, comedy, acting, 
performing. I want to do it forever. And it’s because I love it. I love it, man.” 
“Getting on a Harold Team was the best feeling of accomplishment I have ever felt,” 
Mike Still tells me, a red haired, bearded pirate of a man who would later go on to be the artistic 
director of the UCBT in Los Angeles. “I would honestly say, out of all of the stuff I have ever 
done, any of the things I have done, getting the call from Anthony [referring to then artistic 
director Anthony King calling to tell him that he’d gotten onto a team] was the most singular 
moment of ‘This is huge. This is really big. I made it! I made it on a Harold Team!’ It was just 
pure joy!”  
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Peter McNerney takes on a somber tone as he considers his answer. Like the UCB 4, 
Peter started doing improv in Chicago, then moved to NYC to continue his improv career with a 
good deal of experience already under his belt. “The potential for failure, standing up there on 
stage in front of all of those people,” Peter says, “and saying, ‘Hey, I’m going to make this up,’ -
- the chance for failure there is so high. It’s so high. So, people [the audience] are on your side. 
The chance for failure is so high, but people don’t want you to fail. They want you to succeed. 
Because it’s worse for them if you fail. And it’s a great validation to have a group of people give 
you their trust. And then if you are able to pay it off in any way, it is hugely satisfying. Everyone 
in the house [the audience] is satisfied, you as the performer feel totally satisfied, and it really 
feels like a group artform. Group in the sense of you and your teammates, but also in the sense of 
your team and the people in the house there with you.” Peter thinks for a moment, then adds with 
a wry smile, “That’s when it’s working, of course. When you do outright fail, well, then it’s just 
awful and maybe the worst thing in the world.” 
Not everyone who performs and excels at improv has so fully drank the Kool Aid, so to 
speak. Natasha Vaynblat, a performer on weekend improv team What I Did For Love, takes a 
more flippant stance when I talk with her. “Do I love improv? I don’t know. Sometimes, I 
guess!” she laughs. “Improv is so stupid though. Has anyone told you that? We spend so much 
time on this thing that utterly is so stupid. We should all be writing or making short films or 
anything of substance, instead of making dumb voices to get an audience to laugh. It’s 
ridiculous.” Natasha laughs again, then adds, “But please don’t tell the AD [artistic director] I 
said that, because if I was cut from my team I’d kill myself.” So even amongst those who don’t 
venerate being on a UCB team as a be all and end all of a comedy existence, the importance of 
being on a house improv team at UCB is a firmly held notion.  
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However, the importance of belonging at UCB can sometimes be a sort of personal 
crusade against what felt like an initial unwelcoming atmosphere. Put another way, not everyone 
feels immediately welcome or “safe” at UCB, as Dave the comedy nerd did above. Shaun 
Dinton, a Harold Night performer and teacher, is vocal in the community, as well as on social 
media, about his feeling of having to work harder to be accepted at UCB than other people. 
Shaun is African American and from Florida. His background includes a vocational high school 
and getting arrested and going to jail for burglary in his late teens. “When I first got to UCB, I 
was not like, ‘Oh, these are my people,’” Shaun tells me. “I was like, ‘I’m funnier than these 
people up on stage, but I don’t look like them, so I’m going to have to prove it.’ That’s okay 
though, because I like a challenge. But still it sucks sometimes, to feel like I have so much to add 
but that isn’t always seen right away.”  
The success myth of UCB is that it is a meritocracy. As in many institutions, the myth of 
meritocracy can be invoked as a justification for inequality. The difference in opinion between 
those who have succeeded at UCB and therefore find its process to be a meritocratic system and 
those who find it an unwelcoming series of gatekeepers who don’t look like them was embodied 
by an exchange on Facebook I witnessed between Dinton and veteran teacher Michael Reynolds. 
In response to a Slate article criticizing the UCB for not paying performers, Reynolds posted the 
following to his public account: 
When I was taking classes with the UCB4 in the 90's in NYC they didn't mollycoddle us  
students. I volunteered to be the UCB's light/sound man for their sketch shows, and 
during rehearsals I could not help but overhear them talk about the classes. There was 
two things that they were collectively firm and strident about: 1) they wanted to teach 
game, 2) there would be no coddling. Learning game took time and my group's work was 
herky jerky for a long time. We weren't being coddled in any way so we actually didn't 
know whether our teachers even liked us or not and it did not matter. As a result the 
people around me got really really good, which allowed me to live out all my dreams. 
UCB is a place to get good not to get paid, you get paid after you get good, not before. PS 
I am not a privileged person, In the 90's I was a 30 year old with no savings, working a 
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crap job making copies, on my second kidney transplant living in an unheated apartment. 
How it got around that improv is for the privileged is probably from untalented or 
untrained people getting mollycoddled into thinking that they are greatness incarnate. 
Then they wonder why they don't rise to the top of the heap so it must be their age or 
their race or their gender. Do the work for ten years or so and you start to get good. I 
started in the late 80's and by the late 90's I started getting good at it. Put in the "ten 
thousand hours" just to find out if you are even good, four classes doesn't do it. Refuse to 
be mollycoddled! It gets in the way of the work. 
 
Note how Reynolds points to the logic of meritocracy for a defense of who succeeds or doesn’t 
succeed at UCB. Reynolds, interestingly, then extends his argument about not paying performers 
to include the invocation of race and gender as “excuses” for not getting onto a house team. 
Reynolds also anticipates critiques of his privilege and attempts to shed the label preemptively. 
Dinton then responded: “I hate when people use “work” as a defense for why people of color and 
women are kept out of positions of power. As a black man at UCB, I’ve had to work TEN 
TIMES as hard as some people I’ve seen get handed a spot on a team. I have to talk ten times as 
much and ten times as loud at teacher meetings just to get heard. It takes 10,000 hours to learn 
improv? Please, I can teach it to somebody in 3 hours.” 
Dinton focuses in on the hard work part of the meritocracy argument that Reynolds 
invokes. What this highlights for me is the emphasis on work on all sides of this particular 
debate. Those in power say they worked hard and therefore deserve their positions; those who 
feel marginalized say they have worked hard too, perhaps even harder, and therefore there is an 
injustice as evidence by their lack of receiving a position of power. I tend to agree with Dinton, 
that in this particular system, women and persons of color have to work harder to succeed at 
UCB, and that biases (both unconscious and overt) results in the reproduction of the straight, 
white male comedy nerd sensibility that dominates the UCB theatre stages and classrooms. 
However, I would also point out that both sides neglect to address the element of luck or chance 
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that is involved in all of this, as well as the fact that neither side wants to acknowledge that being 
on a team is unimportant. Neither side advocates a strategy of starting your own theatre or taking 
your talents elsewhere. The assumed importance of being a performer on a UCB house team or a 
teacher at the theatre is given in both arguments. This underscores the weight given to the place 
by those who have been sucked into its gravitational orbit.  
 The meritocracy myth, which ignores subjective matters of taste or the cultural context 
the particular comedy show is being judged within, extends beyond UCB to the highest levels of 
comedy and entertainment. Consider, for example, comedian Jerry Seinfeld’s recent remarks in 
response to criticism of his show Comedians In Cars Getting Coffee featuring only male comics 
in the first season, namely that questions of representation should be left out of comedy and it 
should just be about who is the funniest, as if there was an objective measure for that. In a CBS 
This Morning interview, Seinfeld stated, “People think it's the census or something. This has 
gotta represent the actual pie chart of America? Who cares? Funny is the world that I live in. 
You're funny, I'm interested. You're not funny, I'm not interested. I have no interest in gender or 
race or anything like that."5 
To return to UCB specifics, once students are “pulled in” by the theatre’s gravitational 
pull, the almost universal goal of all UCB improv students is to be placed on a Harold Team (this 
is the coveted house team spot that Dinton is referring to). Currently at the UCB Theatre, there 
are eight Harold Teams, each with eight team members, for a total of 64 members at any given 
time, more or less (sometimes after someone drops off of a team because they have moved to 
Los Angeles to pursue a career opportunity and/or have found a career opportunity in New York, 
there can be a temporary lag where a team only has seven members for several weeks until a 
                                                
5 BuzzFeed Brews Segment of CBS This Morning, February 3rd 2014 
https://www.buzzfeed.com/jarettwieselman/jerry-seinfeld-on-diversity-in-comedy-who-cares-are-you-
maki?utm_term=.lxdPnB7JR#.ogyj21m5E 
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replacement is found). As of this writing, of the 64 members of Harold Night, there are 43 men 
and 21 women. Or to put this another way, 67% of UCB Harold Night performers present to the 
audience as male. 
 
A Night at the UCB Theatre 
 
Let’s spend a night at the UCB Theatre, shall we?  
Tonight is a Tuesday, which means it’s Harold Night. It’s winter in New York City and it 
is cold. As I walk from the 23rd street ACE subway station on 8th avenue, passing the housing 
project on my left, I see a Gristedes supermarket on the corner of 26th street a block away. This 
means that the UCB Theatre is near. The theatre is mainly empty during the day time, with 
student class graduation shows happening around 5pm and then then first official shows on the 
schedule starting around 7pm.  
Even though it is one of the coldest days of the winter so far at 34 degrees, I can already 
tell from a distance there is a long standby line to get into the sold out Harold Night, one of the 
most popular shows at the theatre among the UCB training center’s thousands of yearly improv 
students. At 7:18pm as I walk towards the entrance for the 7:30pm Harold Night show, I count 
42 people waiting in the standby line, presumably mostly current UCB improv students. Current 
students are required to see at least two improv shows during their eight weeks of classes and 
report back on what they saw to their teacher. They can use their student ID in order to watch 
Harold Night for free, whereas they have to pay the $10 for the premium Weekend shows. As 
such, Harold Night tends to attract a large crowd of students.   
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After I walk down the flight of stairs into the basement theatre, even if I didn’t remember 
walking down the one flight of stairs I just descended, I would know that I was in a basement 
because of the powerful basement smell: dank, moldy, yeasty. The smell is a mix of thousands of 
spilled beers, prop blood that exploded on the ceiling and was never properly cleaned up, and 
stale sweat.  The dankness in the air never quite goes away, and is often the first thing that first 
timers to the theatre comment on.  
At 7:21pm I walk to the green room backstage where performers go before their show. 
There are three Harold teams up tonight: GoodGirl, Big Margaret, and The Regulars. The eight 
current Harold Teams share the six weekly Harold Night slots (three teams perform at 7:30pm 
and three teams perform at the later 9:15pm show). The team members must pay dues to pay 
their coaches and to rent rehearsal space and make any advertising materials they decide to 
make. The team members are not paid by UCB for their performances.  
Once formed, the teams must choose a name. A team’s naming ceremony is typically one 
of the first team bonding experiences they go through together after they are formed by the 
artistic director following an audition. Teams composed of new members might spend hours 
discussing which name to go with in person; more jaded teams made up of recycled veteran 
players might vote over email. Current academic supervisor Kevin Hiners likes to pass along the 
advice to newly formed Harold Teams to get used to “saying yes” to each other on and off the 
stage, and he thinks that can start with picking a team name. “My advice to all new teams is just 
to say yes to the first dumb name that somebody suggests. Great teams have had good names and 
bad names, and horrible teams have had good names and bad names. But all great teams didn’t 
fight about what to name themselves, and I bet most horrible teams did.” The pressure to say yes 
to ideas both on and off the stage is nice in spirit but can have some unintended consequences of 
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affirming louder or dominant voices at the cost of silencing quieter, dissenting voices, which will 
be discussed in a later chapter.  
Back to Harold Night. At 7:22pm I am in the greenroom with members of Big Margaret, 
the second team up tonight. The improvisers are sitting on the old, dirty couches in the back 
corner of the green room. The floor is wet, a mix of melting snow tracked in from footwear and 
also a nearby perpetually leaking pipe that drains into a rusty grate about six inches from one of 
the couches. Stickers, posters and flyers from previous teams and shows adorn the walls, corners 
folded and peeling. A bottle opener is screwed into a wall next to the couch, and another bottle 
opener sits on top of a questionably operation water cooler. Big Margaret looks perfectly at 
home, thrilled, in fact, to be here about to do the thing they love. They are chatting together 
warmly. They greet me with a friendly “Hi Nate!” and return to their internal chatting. I listen. 
“Is Alex getting our drink tix? I feel like he is the king of that,” says Matt, a sharply 
groomed mid-twenty-something white male wearing jeans and a black t-shirt. He is referring to 
his teammate Alex, and to the two free drink tickets that each performer gets whenever they 
perform, a new policy put into place in January 2013 as an act of appeasement after the stand-up 
comic Kurt Metzger led an online campaign criticizing the UCB Theatre for not paying 
performers.6 There is somewhat of a divide in the larger NYC comedy community between 
improvisers and stand-up comics, that is taken seriously to different degrees by different 
comedians. Generally speaking, my impression is that stand-up comics think that improvisers are 
pansies too afraid or untalented to do the real comedy of stand-up, while improvisers tend to 
think that stand-ups are bitter jerks who whine if you don’t laugh at their rape joke. Stereotypes 
aside, improvisers think of themselves as being the kinder form of comedian, and they show that 
                                                
6 “The UCB Theatre Grows By Not Paying Performers”, The New York Times, February 20th 2013 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/20/theater/upright-citizens-brigade-grows-by-not-paying-
performers.html 
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with their camaraderie and emphasis on team bonding. To bond, Harold Teams hang out outside 
of their required practices and shows not just because they’re friends, though they may be, but 
also because they think it will improve their “group mind” which will lead to better shows. 
Harold Teams have been known to have book clubs, go on weekend long retreats, and, of course, 
drink copious amounts of alcohol together after seeing comedy shows. Apart from the already 
huge time commitment of being on a team and going to practice and shows, a teammate who 
didn’t also participate in these “optional” team bonding activities would be seen as something of 
a spoil sport, and this could even lead to complaint emails being sent to coaches or even the 
artistic director around audition time that somebody isn’t a “team player.” In short, there is 
tremendous pressure to making being on a Harold Team one of your top social priorities.  
“Is Nicole here tonight?” Matt asks, referring to their coach Nicole, a performer on 
another team and also a more veteran teacher at the training center. More veteran performers are 
sometimes asked to become teachers, although there is no guarantee and some players will never 
be asked to teach. Nicole is a respected teacher and performer.  
“Well then lads, if she’s not here, we need someone else to note us, don’t we?” Matt says 
putting on an Irish accent for no discernable reason other than to make his teammates giggle. 
Every team is responsible for having someone give them “notes” after their show. Getting noted 
or being noted refers to the oral feedback immediately following a show on what the team did 
well and what could have been better. This person typically watches from the tech booth and also 
calls the black out of the show (telling the tech when to officially end the improvised show by 
blacking out the lights) usually in the 20 to 30 minute range. Sometimes if a show isn’t going 
well or a natural endpoint is reached, a performer on stage might say, “Thank you, that’s our 
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show!” or something along those lines to break the fourth wall and indicate the performance is 
over. This is called “calling your own blackout.”  
Big Margaret banters about how cold it is as more members arrive. Alex arrives, bringing 
drink tickets for the team as Matt predicted and holding a Sierra Nevada beer in a bottle for 
himself. Five team members sit on the couches and three stand and talk. All team members are 
white and in their mid to late twenties.  
While this is happening, I poke my head in the back hallway to see another team, 
GoodGirl, warming up. They are the first team up of the night and are minutes away from going 
backstage to await being announced. Warming up for an improv show usually involves exercises 
that would be familiar to acting students, ranging from energy or vocal warm ups to more 
concrete mental games to try to awaken the intellectual and creative parts of the performers’ 
brains. Tonight, GoodGirl perform an exercise called “musical hotspot” where they take turns 
singing popular songs karaoke style, tagging people out as one song inspires them to think of the 
next. All eight members of GoodGirl are also white and in their mid to late twenties.  
“Just a small town girl, living in a looonely wooorld…” 
“I see treeees of green, red roses too…” 
“I’m blue da be dee de ba daaaa…” 
To the non initiated (and even a little bit to the initiated) watching the commitment to the 
singing silliness seems truly absurd. I leave the singing insanity and walk to the tech booth. It’s 
7:26pm, now minutes away from show time. The tech booth is on the stage right side of the 
theatre. The tech tonight, John, asks me if I am “noting” GoodGirl, meaning will I be the one to 
give GoodGirl notes after their show. I say no. Shortly thereafter, Cory, a veteran 
teacher/performer also enters the tech booth. Sartori asks Cory if he is noting GoodGirl. He 
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replies that he is not, but that he is noting everybody because he hasn’t done it in a while. This 
seemingly contradictory answer shows the multiple meanings of the term “noting” in the UCB 
world. A coach gives notes after scenes or a show, usually in oral and immediately direct form. 
“You just did this scene, I am telling you what I thought of it.” Additionally, the artistic director 
emails all the improv teachers the day following each Harold Night asking for feedback. From 
my time as artistic director in this position, I would typically receive anywhere from zero to six 
replies, depending upon how many of the approximately forty active teachers happened to have 
attended Harold Night that week. My impression is that a few teachers attend frequently, while 
most never or rarely attend. 
At 7:29pm the theatre is packed, standing room only, with audience members lining the 
back of the theatre standing as well as sitting cross legged in front of the front row of seats on the 
very exterior of the stage. Some of the shivering improv students I saw waiting in the standby 
line outside now file into watch from the back.  
Two performers, Allie and Matthew, enter the tech booth. They inform the tech John that 
they are hosting Harold Night. Each Harold Night has different hosts, typically performers who 
are promoting another show at the theatre. While many shows do well with audience numbers, 
not all are guaranteed to sell out like Harold Night, which is filled with the students attending 
classes. This is partially because students are required to see at least two improv shows during 
each eight week session, and Harold Night is one of the shows they can see for free in order to 
fulfill this requirement, whereas the $10 weekend shows they must pay to see; for non-students, 
Harold Night is $5. All weekday shows are $5 or free.  
Allie and Matthew ask the tech for a Miley Cyrus song to play them onto the stage when 
he introduces them. Allie adds, “Unless you can think of a better break up song.” The tech 
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suggests the Breaking Bad theme song. Allie and Matt politely laugh and say that would be 
funny but they aren’t sure if enough people would get the connection to their show (which is 
called “Why We Broke Up”) and are also concerned that it is no longer a current reference. It is 
unclear to me if the tech was serious about the suggestion or not. An agreed upon observation of 
the UCB community is that people frequently “do bits” rather than answer questions sincerely, 
which can create the feeling that it is almost impossible to have a sincere conversation with an 
improviser. Whereas a civilian might have to explain a dryly delivered joke that didn’t land with 
the qualifier “I was only kidding,” a UCB improviser would more likely instead say, “I was just 
doing a bit.” 
John plays the Miley Cyrus song and announces into the microphone in the tech booth 
that plays over the theatre PA (known as the “God mic”): “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to 
the stage the cast of Why We Broke Up!”  
Matt and Allie walk onto the stage. Allie dances for approximately thirty seconds to the 
song as Matt silently watches and checks his watch, the joke apparently being that she is 
intentionally dancing an awkwardly long time and that these two just aren’t compatible and are 
definitely going to break up! Get it? 
After thirty seconds of dancing, Allie abruptly stops and turns to the audience. “For those 
who haven’t been to Harold Night before, the Harold is an improvised longform structure that 
was taught to the UCB4 in Chicago by Del Close, who then brought it to New York City and 
have passed it onto the people you will see here tonight. How does that sound?” The crowd 
applauds even though this is a familiar recitation. The hosts are asked to share this information at 
every Harold Night, despite the fact that most of the audience are students who know this 
information. 
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After approximately 3 minutes of hosting, Allie says, “Welcome to your stage your first 
Harold Team of the night, GoodGirl!”  
The eight members of GoodGirl leap onto the stage with a burst of energy through the 
two doors and center curtain that constitute the back wall of the stage. They’re welcomed with 
raucous applause and cheering as they dance to their entrance music over the PA. 
Casey, an improviser on GoodGirl with a boyish face and incongruously greying hair, 
takes center stage as the other seven drift to the back wall, standing shoulder to shoulder in a 
horizontal line that is known as a “backline.” At UCB, performers not involved in the current 
scene stand shoulder to shoulder along the backline. The more “Chicago style” is to have 
improvisers sit or stand along the sides of the stage or even off the stage when they are not 
involved.  
Casey says, “We’re going to get started by dropping a big old H Bomb on you tonight.” 
H Bomb being a Harold. This gets a mixtures of groans and laughs from the audience. Casey 
goes on: “But first we need a suggestion of anything at all.” Multiple audience member shout out 
suggestions in a cacophony that is hard to distinguish individual words from. After a few 
seconds, Casey points to someone in the crowd and says over the noise, “I heard asthma, thank 
you.”  
The rest of the team steps forward and joins Casey for the part of the Harold known as 
the “opening.” There are different opening structures, but the point of the opening is always the 
same: riff on the suggestion in order to generate ideas for the scenes to come. GoodGirl does a 
“deconstruction opening.” A deconstruction is a big group scene that involves everyone on the 
team all attempting to generate lots of specifics and details that can serve as fodder to develop 
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further in the scenes to come. In a deconstruction, lots of interesting details are more important 
than a clearly coherent stand alone scene.  
 “Man, I hate gym class!” David says first, miming smoking a cigarette. In this simple 
opening line, David has conveyed a variety of information to his teammates: that they are 
probably somewhere at a school (perhaps a high school, maybe a middle school), that David is a 
“bad kid” since he is smoking, and also possibly that they’ll have a corny or “sitcom” type tone 
to the scene, given the corny tone with which David has delivered his line.  
Casey steps closer to David, and also begins to mime smoking a cigarette. 
“Me too, man. That’s why I like hanging out back here behind the school by the 
dumpsters,” Casey says. Casey has now specified their location.  
Next, James steps forward and begins breathing hard, presumably to feign having an 
asthma attack in keeping with the suggestion of “asthma.”  
“Oh look, he’s having an allergic reaction,” Casey says dispassionately.  
Casey, in an intentional twist, “labels” James as having an allergic reaction rather than as 
having an asthma attack. The term “label” refers to when one improviser specifically names out 
loud something about the scene or another performer. According to the rules of improv, once 
something is labeled, then whatever it was labeled as is the new truth of the scene. Casey calling 
what James was doing an allergic reaction (rather than an asthma attack) gets a laugh from the 
audience. 
My interpretation of why this move gets a laugh is that this is an improv savvy audience 
who knew that James was going for an asthma attack, and the joy of this laugh comes from 
Casey “messing with” James. I think it is less about playing dumb for the audience, and more the 
joy of mislabeling what his teammate was going for. This is technically a bad improv move. In 
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improv, the golden rule is Yes And, which means to say yes to what your partner is going for and 
then to help add to it. Casey knew that James was imitating an asthma attack, but he labeled it 
something else instead. This is an example of how thwarting the “rules” of improv often get the 
biggest laughs, though I think many improvisers would argue that you can only break the rules 
successfully once you master the basic rules.  
James continues to breathe hard, and begins to struggle even more, as well as scratching 
it his arms. In effect, James has Yes Anded the mislabeling, and now changes his acting from an 
asthma attack to being an allergic reaction.  
“Do you think he is allergic to our cigarettes?” David asks. This move is an attempt by 
David to “justify” Casey’s line. Providing justification is a hugely important part of improv. As 
improvisers create a world on the fly, they often run into logical puzzles that they must be able to 
explain in order to keep the audience engaged and willing to suspend their disbelief for the 
reality they are seeing created. David’s line is an example of “good” improv in that at the same 
time it is both honoring the suggestion and James’s initial intention with his line, in that in a 
manner of speaking you could say that someone with asthma might have such an “allergic” 
reaction to cigarette smoke, and that young students who didn’t know better might describe it in 
this way. Interestingly, David’s line, though textbook good improv, does not get a laugh. 
Casey, however, noticing that his move of messing with James got a laugh, decides to 
“heighten” on his own move.  
“Nah, I’m pretty sure what happened is he just got stung by that bee over there,” Casey 
says. The audience laughs even louder this time. Casey and David continue to talk about James’s 
reaction for a few more lines. 
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As the deconstruction continues, this rule breaking happens again. Riley steps forward 
with a prance to his step and twirling of his hands of what is perhaps an imaginary dress, adding 
in a miming of throwing around long hair, overly selling that he is stepping forward to be a 
female character. Sometimes in order to convey that someone is playing a gender (or sexuality or 
race) other than one’s own, for the sake of clarity improvisers will over compensate and lean into 
stereotpyes. Casey, in his tough guy smoker character voice, begins to flirt with Riley, who flirts 
back. As this point, Noah enters the scene for the first time, putting on a stodgy voice and 
labeling Casey as a teacher. 
“Mr. Cranley, didn’t Principal Jones tell you not to smoke back by the dumpsters with the 
students?” Noah says. This line gets a laugh, as well as a few groans, perhaps indicating that 
Noah has gotten Casey back. Casey’s eyes narrow and he cracks a smile, which feels very much 
like Casey the improviser (rather than the character he was playing) “breaking” a bit at getting 
messed with, a retaliation for his previous move in a sense.  
The big laugh continues from the audience, and even earns a smattering of applause. So, 
again, my interpretation is that now Noah has “messed” with Casey by making his move of 
flirting seem worse than he intended it to be (rather than two students flirting as Casey intended, 
Noah has labeled the move as a teacher flirting with a student), and retroactively making Casey 
seem like less of a cool kid smoking, and more like a sad or gross teacher hanging out with 
students. However, because Casey must honor Noah’s move, he now must play a lecherous 
teacher for the remaining of the deconstruction, even though he had only meant to play a 
flirtatious “bad boy” student. Casey shifts from the cool student to play the lecherous teacher in 
the same way that James shifted from having an asthma attack to having an allergic reaction.  
  62 
Noah, as another teacher, argues with Casey, now shifting to playing a teacher but 
attempting to maintaining his previous voice and mannerisms, about whether he should go back 
inside the school or not for a few more moments of the scene.  
There is one additional moment of improv rule breaking before the deconstruction is 
over, and we are still only five minutes into the show. This time, Nancy enters the fray and 
begins to mime having another asthma attack, possibly to have Casey mislabel it as an allergy 
attack in a “call back” to the previous mislabeling. Instead, improviser Jackie steps forward and 
labels what Nancy is doing as having an orgasm.  
“Everybody, look, Nancy is having an orgasm!” Jackie shouts. 
This gets the biggest laugh of the show thus far. I think this move is the most successful 
because it is both a good and a bad improv move: it is bad because miming having an orgasm is 
clearly not what Nancy was actually going for in the technical sense, but it is a good move 
because it retroactively makes a pattern out of Casey’s previous bad move of mislabeling the 
asthma attack, and also serves as a satisfying “rule of threes,” a comedy standard, in that three 
instances of the team “messing” with each other have now occurred during the opening. The 
repetition is satisfying. Additionally, it is amusing to think of the ways in which having an 
asthma attack and having an orgasm do potentially share some of the same physical traits, and/or 
funny to imagine that this particular character behaves this way when they orgasm. Finally, it is 
also funny because Jackie used Nancy’s real name (rather than a made up character name), a fact 
which many of the students in the audience will recognize. Students “in the know” can get an 
extra level of satisfaction out of their insider knowledge of the rules of improv, as well as out of 
their insider knowledge of the particular members of the current UCB improv scene. The idea of 
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laughter serving as an affirmation of being “in on the joke” to indicate a belonging to a group 
works on several levels here.  
Noticing that this was the biggest laugh of the deconstruction thus far and also that five 
minutes had already transpired, which tends to be on the upper limit of opening lengths, David 
steps forward and “sweeps” the scene in order to end the opening and move on to the main phase 
of the Harold. A “sweep” (otherwise known as an “edit”) means that a scene is over and 
indicates to the rest of the team (and to the audience if they know the visual rules of improv) that 
it is time for a new scene to begin. Naturally, most audience members seem to pick up on this 
even if it is their first time watching improv. The actual mechanics of a sweep involve an 
improviser running or briskly walking in an arc across the front of the stage. 
The first scene following the opening begins the part of the Harold known as the “First 
beats.” At this point, I’ll pause to outline the Harold structure in its entirety:   
 
● The Harold 
○ Audience suggestion 
○ Opening - riff on suggestion 
○ FIRST BEATS 
■ First beat A - two person scene pulling something from opening 
■ First beat B - two person scene pulling something from opening 
■ First beat C - two person scene pulling something from opening 
○ GROUP SCENE 
■ Group Game 1 - full team, new comedic idea (a “palate cleanser”) 
○ SECOND BEATS 
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■ Second beat A - two person scenes that heightens/revisits central comedic 
idea from first beat A 
■ Second beat B - two person scenes that heightens/revisits central comedic 
idea from first beat B 
■ Second beat C - two person scenes that heightens/revisits central comedic 
idea from first beat C 
○ GROUP SCENE 
■ Group Game 2 - full team, new comedic idea 
○ THIRD BEATS 
■ Third beats (as many as time allows or as team wants to do) - team tries to 
make connections / callbacks between all comedic ideas, themes, and 
jokes developed thus far. In theory, there will be three third beats, but in 
practice this is not always the case, and us the comedic ideas are merged, 
the boundaries that previously separated the different scenes are also 
blurred 
 
The first scene of the first beats is between Riley and Carrie. Carrie says the first line, the 
“initiation.” It is the initiators responsibility to clearly communicate which comedic idea from 
the opening she is attempting to play with. Carrie pulls out two chairs and sits in one, indicating 
she wants a scene partner to sit in the other. Since she has done this, the proper improv etiquette 
is to assume she has an idea and to not speak until she has said her initiation. She sits down, and 
Riley quickly sits in the other chair.  
  65 
Carrie says, “Are you here to see me as a nurse or as a guidance counselor?” This is 
possibly referencing in the opening the confusion over whether Casey was a student or a teacher, 
so the line could be playing on not being sure who occupied which role at the school. However, 
based on Riley’s delayed reaction and the silence from the audience, I interrupt that there is some 
confusion on Riley’s part as to what Carrie is going for.  
“I got a rash,” Riley says after a few moments. He looks at Carrie and waits for her to 
speak. The unspoken message happening here is that Riley isn’t exactly sure what Carrie is going 
for, so rather than say more, he wants her to expand on her initiation to perhaps elucidate her 
idea.  
Carrie repeats what she has already said, and adds that she herself is the source of the 
confusion, and adds that perhaps she is responsible for both roles, maybe because this is a school 
that is underfunded.  
“Okay, well, it’s just that I am sometimes so confused if you’re seeing me as a nurse or as 
a guidance counselor. It’s hard to be both!”  
Riley apologies in character, and mentions how itchy his rash is.  
They aren’t quite clicking. The scene appears to stall and does not get laughs or any 
reaction from the audience at first. Carrie again tries to play her idea of the confusion of playing 
both roles. The confusion in the scene reminds me of a common note from teachers: the problem 
with scenes where the joke is confusion is that they are often confusing; the problem with scenes 
where the joke is boredom is that they are often boring.  
Carrie attempts to save the scene by injecting some more interesting subject matter. “Are 
you sexually active?” Carrie asks.  
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“Oh yeah!” Riley replies in a mock high school cocky tone. This gets the first laugh of 
the scene, and it is a big one. The scene then stalls out more before Riley says, “Look, I lied 
about the rash, I just came in here because I’m worried about safety schools.” This gets a 
moderate laugh, and then a teammate sweeps the scene. From my judgment, I would say this was 
a below average Harold Night scene in terms of how the audience received it. 
The second first beat is with Casey and Noah. Casey initiates that he is a coach and so he 
can’t continue this relationship. Noah says that he is on JV and is going to say more, but the 
coach cuts him off saying, “Exactly!” This gets a big laugh from the crowd. The scene gradually 
becomes that the coach is very concerned with status and wants the students to think of him as 
cool and desirable. The team does a series of “walk ons,” a type of support move where players 
not yet involved in the scene enter from the back line as new characters, add something to the 
scene, and then (typically) leave the scene again. Jackie walks on as a varsity jock who the coach 
tries to impress as she passes. Jackie mispronounces a word (unintentionally, I think) but then 
catches herself for having done so, and then makes fun of herself by saying, “Remember when I 
ran into that goal post?” This gets a big laugh from the crowd.  
The third first beat is with James and Nancy. Nancy initiates with the line, “Did you just 
have an orgasm?” The two are standing and she puts on a disgusted tone and expression. James 
puts some effort into miming as if this has just happened in his pants. They argue about this 
before Nancy says, “We just have to get through this presentation.” Early on in improv classes at 
UCB, students are taught to establish the “who, what, and where” of scenes, otherwise known as 
the “base reality.” Because at the start of the scene, it is just too people talking in a formless 
void, and the improvisers must define that reality. Lines like “we have to get through this 
presentation” deliver this information. They are most likely co-workers of some sort, presumably 
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at an office (rather than saying “The who is that you are my co-worker, the what is that we’re 
doing a presentation, the where is that we are at our office,” Nancy is able to convey this 
information with a line of dialogue within the scene. Though the explanation gets a laugh, this 
scene peters out and is marked by lots of confusion as to what is going on. Nancy later begins to 
orgasm herself as James describes the various office supplies needed for the presentation.  
After the first three scenes, according to the Harold structure it is now time for the first 
group game. There is a brief holding pattern of sorts as all eight remain on the backline. The 
team is possibly a bit rattled and not sure what to do next. After a few seconds of silence, Dave 
steps out. Dave speaks, and the rest of the group steps off the backline to join him in the scene. 
“Hey guys, how many bees are up there?” Dave says as he points upward. This gets a big laugh 
from the audience. My interpretation is that the audience senses that Dave did not have a fully 
formed idea for a scene, and all he is pulling is the specific of “bees” from bee sting mentioned 
in the opening. The team begins to count the bees with increased manic desperation. The scene’s 
energy becomes continues to ramp up. Casey enters as a bear (he bends over, makes his hands 
into claws, and growls, which I read as being a bear) and begins to mime attack the counters. 
After this moment, James “wipes” the scene; this is different than a sweep. While a sweep ends 
the scene, James throws his hands in front of the action going on in a wiping motion, which tells 
his teammates he is taking the same scene to a new location.  So, the same scene continues 
elsewhere, with some of the same characters perhaps. James turns away from the team and faces 
the audience as he says, “And that’s how you catch a bear with honey.” This is a retroactive 
attempt to make sense of, or justify, the madness that has just happened, as if James all along had 
been explaining how to catch a bear with honey and what we saw was perhaps what he was 
describing, or a video presentation, or our own imagination of the hypothetical explanation. 
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Noah then wipes James and says, “And that’s how you sell a book to a bear.” This gets a 
spattering of very big laughs and some pockets of complete silence from the crowd. One 
audience members audibly exclaims, “What?!” The scene is then swept by Jackie. 
The first of the second beats (so, the first callback scene, in this case a callback to the 
guidance counselor / nurse scene) begins with Carrie and Nancy stepping out onto the center of 
the stage. They begin to basically repeat the first scene but now in a nurse’s office (so now a 
nurse who is also a guidance counselor rather than a guidance counselor who is also a nurse). Mu 
impression is that it doesn’t do well and that the audience is not on board. Jackie walks in to the 
scene in an attempt to support and says, “I have amazing news! It’s chlamydia and not something 
worse!” It is unclear who this news is for or who Jackie is, but it gets a laugh and “saves” the 
scene, allowing for the team to sweep on the laugh.  
A brief side note about ending scenes. Teams attempt to sweep (or end a scene) on a 
laugh. Sweeping a scene during silence frequently happens during early level student graduation 
shows when the scenes are not good and/or there is not much of an audience to watch, but 
sweeping during a silence on Harold Night would be very unusual and felt as an error. The 
exception to this is sweeping as a sort of joke in itself, and the laugh can possibly come from the 
sweep. In other words, the sweep itself is the joke. So, if one person says a particularly absurd 
(or offensive) initiation, sometimes even before the scene partner can reply someone might 
sweep, and this will get a laugh. The sheer brevity of the scene itself can be funny. 
The second second beat (flirty coach) now has the coach in a locker room, giving a 
halftime pep talk. The comedic twist is that Casey as the coach is making everything about 
himself and his own anxieties rather than actually attempting to inspire the team.  Casey says, 
“Come on, you’re barely even making eyes with me when you are on the field out there! It 
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makes me feel like you don’t like me!” Casey monologues for a while longer on this tame tact 
before suggesting that it would be cool if the team got more tattoos, which leads to the scene 
being swiped.  
The third second beat (orgasm at the office) starts with Nancy and James stepping out 
and not saying anything for a moment. At this point, Noah, who was not in the first beat of the 
scene, steps forward, miming like he is carrying a suitcase and saying, “Are you two here for the 
business conference?” It is unusual but not unheard of for someone who wasn’t in one of the first 
beat of the scene to initiate the second beat of the same scene. Noah has apparently made the 
move that these two co-workers are at hotel for a business conference, checking in. Nancy and 
James reply affirmatively that they are there for the business conference. Noah then says, “Okay, 
well let me just help take your bags to your room,” before miming like he is picking up their 
bags, after which he exclaims, “Ugh! Your bags are covered in semen!” This gets a laugh from 
the audience. This apparent comedic reference that Noah is making is to that both Nancy and 
James are apparently colleagues who orgasm at inappropriate work functions, although the 
mention of “semen” specifically genders the orgasm. In response, James takes an extended time 
to explain to Noah as the bell boy that one day he will understand that what grown ups do is go 
to business conferences and orgasm, but this does not get much of a reaction from the audience.  
After the completion of three second beats, it is time for the second group game scene. 
Nancy initiates with this line: “The Sadie Hawkins dance is cancelled!” She says this while on 
the backline, partially covering her mouth and putting on what passes for a “PA” voice in the 
improv community (it is similar to what is done to indicate someone is talking on a walkie-talkie 
or a transceiver radio). The rest of the team enters the stage and begin to mime being at lockers 
(they hold their hands at waist level, twist imaginary dials, and then mime swinging open a 
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door). Jackie says, “Aw, shucks, I would have liked to go to the dance.” Almost in unison, the 
rest of the team immediately gang up on her, shouting at her for liking dances. Quickly, someone 
in the cacophony names Jackie as “Stella” and this becomes the rallying cry of the rest of the 
team. In quick succession: “Stella, shut up!”, “Stella, nobody likes dancing except you!”, 
“Dancing sucks Stella, just like you do!” A common group game template is for one person to 
express an opinion or stance after a base reality has been established, and for the rest of the team 
to then collectively voice the opposite point of view. The scene is going well as the team calls 
out a variety of creative and increasingly mean insults against Stella. This leads to Casey saying, 
“Come on, Stella, we all know that you’re a witch.” This then helps to crescendo the energy, 
gaining a gig laugh from audience. In fact, some of the improvisers on team themselves have to 
cover their faces and grit their teeth to avoid “breaking” (laughing / dropping character) in the 
scene, the first time this has happened in the show thus far. It feels like a high point for the show. 
At this point, Riley runs along the front of the stage and mimes running into a goal post and 
falling over, an apparent callback to the “running into a goal post” reference earlier in the show. 
David and Nancy then both simultaneously sweep the scene, to applause and laughter.  
A side note: it is the custom for the audience to “applaud” when a scene is swept. This 
happens at Harold Night with an improv friendly audience. It usually happens at the weekend 
shows, too, but not always. For the most part, it seems that enough people know to do this that 
the knowledge infects the rest of the audience with them. On touring shows at colleges and the 
like, however, the audience often does not take it upon themselves to do this, which creates a 
more hostile and less overtly friendly vibe for performers.  
The show is now nearing the end. We’re at the twenty-three minute mark. It’s time for 
third beats to begin. The current trend for third beats at UCB are for them to typically be shorter 
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than first and second beats, and often take the form of a series of one or two line callbacks or 
references to things that have happened previously in the show. This is not the way that the 
Harold is taught or designed necessarily, but the reality of how the structure is typically 
performed.   
The first third beat is started by David. “Why are these offices supplies so sticky?” David 
says. The scene gets a light, weak laugh from a few pockets of the audience. The scene is quickly 
swept by Jackie before anyone can even respond. 
The second third beat is started by Casey, who takes a knee (a reference to the stance he 
took during his pep talk scene) and says, “Guys, I’m telling you, tattoos are really cool, and if 
you all got them, then that way I would be cool by association, and I really don’t want to get one 
myself because I’m afraid of needles.” This gets a moderate laugh from the audience. This is a 
call back to his own tattoo line, which is somewhat “not savvy” move, to callback your own 
move. Typically, it is considered a “cooler” move to callback to someone else’s line.  
The third third beat is started by David. David becomes a buzzing bee and says in a bee 
voice, “How many humans are up there?” This is also a callback to his own line. At this point, 
their coach Shaun Dinton decides to black them out from the tech booth. 
The final running length is about 26 minutes.  
Before the team gets back stage, their coach, Shaun Dinton, quickly asks me what I 
thought of the show. He has been taking notes on a legal pad during the show the entire time next 
to me as I was taking notes in my notebook. I tell him I thought it was just okay, but don’t give 
details. In my mind, I think that most of the scenes were not great, but that the group games were 
high points. Shaun in turn tells me that he thinks the show was pretty good but that the group 
games “escalated too quickly.” He leaves to go give the team notes in the back hallway, as is the 
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custom. It seems that Shaun, an excellent improviser and a veteran of the theatre, and I had 
different takes on the show. His main criticism was on the group games (they escalated too 
quickly) whereas I thought the group games were the high points (in an otherwise timid show, 
they were moments when the team charged fearlessly forward for delightful results, in my 
opinion). This just goes to show that improv is subjective, obviously, as of course is comedy in 
general. The lines that received laughs, however, just like the moments that were met with 
silence, can be objectively pointed out.  
 
Image 4. David and his team GoodGirl performing at UCB’s Harold Night. Source: author. 
 
The tech announces a five minute intermission, saying the traditional line of, “Go to the 
bar! Go the bathroom! We’ll be back in five!” He then turns away from the microphone and asks 
me, “So, what did you really think of the show?” I begin to answer sincerely, saying what I 
thought of the group games. Before I can finish, though, John laughs and cuts me off, saying, “I 
was just doing a bit.” Again, this is a common occurrence in the improv comedy community, 
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especially among individuals who both consider themselves comedians but aren’t necessarily 
close friends and therefore might not get each others’ sense of humor. Specifically, it is the 
confusion that stems from one person doing a bit and another person not knowing that they are 
doing a bit and so taking them seriously and responding to them at face value. This phenomenon 
is exacerbated when non improv comedians attempt to do bits with improv comedians. Alan 
Starpinski, a performer at the theatre, calls non-improvisers “muggles,” a Harry Potter term for 
non-magical folk, a term which I have since heard other improvisers use in a faux-disparaging 
way. 
It’s now 8:07 pm and I return to the tech booth for the next team, Big Margaret. They 
enter to music and applause. From the team, Matt says to the audience, “Tonight is a special 
night, Harold Night. Not only is it Diana’s birthday…” Matt says, gesturing to his teammate 
Diana on the backline, to applause, “but also, even more importantly, Alex’s parents are here!” 
This gets a laugh and a big round of applause and whoops from the audience. After the applause 
dies down, Matt says, “So, to get started on this special night, can we get a one word suggestion, 
please?” From the cluster of shouted responses, Dennie replies, “I heard ‘presents,’ thank you.” 
Big Margaret now begins their opening. They do not do the “deconstruction” opening 
like the previous team. Rather, they do an opening called “pattern game,” which is probably the 
most basic and common of all openings. In this opening, the team stands in a semi-circle and 
says a word or phrase in popcorn style, each building on the last thing someone said, free 
associating until the team stumbles upon or discovers something funny that gets a laugh from the 
audience. They then play with this idea, before moving on to develop more.  
The Big Margaret pattern game opening proceeds as follows:  
“Presents.”  
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“Presentations.”  
“TED Talks.”  
“Neil DeGrasse Tyson TED Talk.”  
“Neil DeGrasse Tyson Giving A TED Talk while high.”  
At this point, there is the first spattering of laughter from the audience. This laughter tells 
the improvisers that there could be something here to pull from later on in a scene. In the 
opening, the audience is complicit in telling the improvisers which scenes they’d like to see later.  
The pattern game opening is taught in level 301 at the UCB training center when students 
are first taught the Harold, most likely because it is the most basic. Literally, performers are 
supposed to say the titles for potential premises to do in the scenes, and then they are supposed to 
do those premises. It’s as if they are in a writers room for a sketch comedy team and are pitching 
ideas. “Neil DeGrasse Tyson Giving A TED Talk while high,” could very well be the name of a 
sketch from Saturday Night Live or Funny Or Die. 
In the first scene of the show, Matt and Hunter make a reference to this moment from the 
pattern game. Dennie in a ‘high’ voice says, “Wow, man, it is a real honor to be interviewed by 
Time magazine, man.” Hunter proceeds to interview him as if he is Neil DeGrasse Tyson, 
naming him as such, making references to astrophysics. After about a minute, Hunter says, 
“Wait, are you stoned?” To which Dennie replies, “Yeah man, I did a gravity bong out in the 
parking lot.” The faux hamminess gets a combination of growns and laughs. The scene does 
well. 
In the second scene, the show continues to pick up steam. Caroline and Amos each step 
out. Caroline indicates that she doesn’t want to watch the end of the movie Planes, Trains, and 
Automobiles because she is afraid it will be sad. Amos replies, “This is just a movie, it isn’t like 
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what happened your parents.” This also gets a mixture of groans and laughs from the crowd, but 
they seem to be on board. The scene continues with Caroline saying movies she is afraid to see, 
and Amos retorting with increasingly worse specifics about her real life that the movies won’t be 
as bad as the personal tragedy that has actually happened to her. 
The third first beat is with Cathryn and Diana. Diana plays a “crazy cat lady” who has 
had an epiphany and doesn’t want to be a crazy cat lady anymore. Diana states, “I poisoned all of 
my cats and now I am moving up state to live the good life!” Cathryn responds as a “straight 
man,” explaining that she still owes money to the IRS.  
In the first group game, Alex initiates by saying, “Spoiler alert, I’m going to fart.” The 
team then repeats this as a pattern, saying “Spoiler alert” and then stating some sort of different 
bodily function. The audience is generally on board, though each line is hit or miss.  
In the first of the second beats, Matt once again plays a stoned Neil DeGrasse Tyson, this 
time giving a graduation speech at MIT. “This is weirder than I thought it would be,” Matt says 
in a high voice. The rest of the cast begins to mime hallucinations. Hunter walks on to justify, 
providing the line, “Hey man, that weed I gave you was laced with some psychedelics!” The 
scene ends with Dennie saying “Physics is rad!” and pumping his fist in the air to a big laugh 
from the audience. 
In the second second beat, Caroline and Amos step forward again. They talk about a 
series of movies that have twist endings and reveal that they haven’t seen the ends of the films 
and therefore do not know any of the twists. “I just saw Sixth Sense. Not the ending. I didn’t like 
it. All ghosts, no twists!” This gets a laugh, although most of the rest of the scene does not. In 
perhaps the first major misstep of the show, in terms of textbook improv, they fail to bring the 
comedic twist of the first scene back in the second beat. They talk about movies again just as 
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they did in the first scene, but they fail to bring back the comedic take on that, which was that 
Caroline’s real life was worse than the sad movies she was afraid of seeing.  
In the second group game, Alex initiates as Ronald Reagan giving a speech. Matt 
provides the clarification that they are at a funeral, and then Diana makes the person who is 
being buried also Ronald Reagan. It’s a confusing scene and the team seems to be losing the 
audience. 
At the 20 minute mark, the team begins their third beats. Amos initiates the first, saying, 
“Hey Neil DeGrasse Tyson, it’s me, Carl Sagan. Want to get high?” They begin to mime 
smoking joints and talking about physics, which gets a modest laugh from the audience. Hunter 
enters as Stephen Hawking in a mimed wheelchair with a robot voice, saying, “I want to get 
blazed.” 
In the second of the third beats, Cathryn says, “Spoiler alert: we’re moving the Mason 
Dixon line.” Besides the “spoiler alert” call back, I’m not exactly sure what she is going for. It 
could just be that she is using the comedic idea of using the phrase “spoiler alert” at times when 
it is not appropriate to do so. The audience also seems confused.  
Amos again initiates a third beat, which is somewhat uncommon for him to initiate again 
after other folks still haven’t initiated a third beat at all and considered a bit of a bad improv 
move. Amos says, “I’m the real Ronald Reagan, and I’m high as shit, and I’ve got some things to 
say!” The rest of the team begins to swirl around Amos, moving their hands and making “oogey 
boogey” noises to indicate hallucinations of drugs, perhap. In the madness, Matt calls out, “This 
is the beginning of trickle down economics!” which triggers the black out from their coach. 
After the next intermission, at 8:34pm the tech announces that the third Harold of the 
night is about to begin. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome your last team, The Regulars!”  
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The Regulars, all eight members present, enter to a thumping hip-hop song. They dance 
and look confident as they walk onto the stage. Their coach, Brandon Jones, who goes as BJ, 
arrives in the tech booth as The Regulars take the stage. BJ is out of breath and taking his jacket 
off, while holding a cup of white wine from the bar. He says hi to me and gives me a hug.  
The Regulars are currently one of the better teams of the night. They have been kept 
together longer (surviving auditions without being cut) and are given better slots. The third and 
final slot of each Harold Night is given to one of the teams currently doing the best as 
determined by the artistic director. When a team has been doing better, they can experiment 
more with the form of the Harold.  
To this end, The Regulars don’t do an opening. In the world of UCB’s Harold Night, this 
is a big deal. I once witnessed an actual, heated fight between two teachers that ended with one 
teacher storming off and yelling, “Well, I guess I don’t know anything about improv, do I?” that 
was entirely about if whether or not a Harold team should be required to do an opening. Hence, 
the choice of The Regulars to not do an opening is a big deal and a bold statement. Instead, they 
are currently doing a new Harold form their coach BJ has invented along with them. Their twist 
on the Harold is that their first three scenes are each solo scenes. This is quite unusual. In 
practice, rather than a two person scene, which is the bedrock of most improv at UCB, each of 
the first three scenes involves a single person walking on stage by themselves and then 
monologizing. Sometimes it is as if they are by themselves and speaking out loud, sometimes it 
is as if they are verbalizing their inner thoughts, and sometimes it is as if they are having a 
conversation speaking to another person who cannot be seen or heard, so as the audience we only 
hear their half.  
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Tonight, Phil opens the show. He is confident and professional. In the community it is 
agreed upon that The Regulars are the coolest team on Harold Night at the moment, which Phil 
embodies. Phil is also the first person of color to perform on the UCB stage this evening. “Hello, 
we are The Regulars,” Phil says with a snappy cadence. “May we have a suggestion?” From the 
crowd’s shouts, Phil picks out the word “gambling.”  
Phil’s teammate George takes the stage for their first scene. George has a hip haircut and 
a chiseled jaw and physique, somewhat of an outlier amongst the softer comedian body types 
that typically take the stage. His scene becomes about a “bro” talking to his “fellow bros” at a 
casino, flirting with the various waitresses or dealers, only to be thwarted again and again. It is 
funny and impressive to watch George’s charisma out there solo. The audience is on board.  
Rather than the team sweeping to end the scenes from on stage, BJ tells the tech when to 
black out each of the first three solo scenes from the tech booth. This is unusual, and BJ is 
unusually involved for a coach. In contrast, most coaches tend to coach as a side gig to make 
money, but sometimes a coach will become invested with a Harold team and seek to try to make 
them truly great, which can earn the coach some creative cache in the UCB community.  
Kassia starts the second scene. Her first line is, “Yes, I was part of the New York City 
Ballet, and now I just watch my daughter dance. Well, try to dance, that is.” Kassia makes it 
clear that she is a dance mom watching a ballet class with other dance moms. She is increasingly 
disappointed with her daughter, through whom she is trying to live out her previous dancing 
glory vicariously. Like with George’s scene, Kassia’s scene is met with laughter and the 
audience appears to be very on board. 
The third scene begins with Grant. He says, “Hi, I’m Steve, thanks for having me at this 
Gamblers Anonymous meeting.” Grant then begins to lay out his confessions. As he confesses, it 
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becomes clear that he is a very good gambler and has won a lot of money, so while he knows 
gambling is bad and that he is addicted, the fact of the matter is, he is on a hot streak. This scene 
also does very well. After a big laugh, BJ calls for the black out, but the tech John is on his 
iPhone playing a game (The Simpsons Tapped Out, I believe) and he misses the moment. 
“Nevermind,” BJ says, annoyed, and rolls his eyes at me. “Sorry,” says John sheepishly. A few 
lines later, BJ calls for the black out again, and this time John complies.  
The first group game is an “organic” sound and movement. Meaning from just noises and 
body movement, the team finds a reality. It feels like avant garde performance art at first. The 
team does the noises and movements of a casino, slot machines, etc. This means watching a 
group of eight people say “Cha-ching!” and “Beep beep beep!” and such. It is weird, and I 
suspect to a non-comedy audience it would not play, but since the audience is full of aspiring 
improv students, it goes over great, and people seem to appreciate it for the commitment to the 
weirdness the players are showing. Soon, the sound and movement solidifies into four players 
pulling slot machines, while the other four players on the team continue to do the noises from 
those machines, either saying, “Jackpot!” or “Loser!” Soon, a pattern emerges, and each of the 
machines begins to only shout out insults which directly insult their respective players, who in 
turn react offended, but keep playing anyway. It is the sort of scene that I suspect improv 
practitioners would describe as a “hip” scene.  
According to the dictates of the Harold structure The Regulars have created for 
themselves, their second beats revert to being two person seats, as per the traditional style. The 
first of the second beats involves Phil again, now with his teammate Shalyah walking on to join 
him. Phil initiates by saying, “I think you’re looking for love in the wrong places.” Shalyah 
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responds, “But I love Best Buy!” The scene becomes about Shalyah, a customer, flirting with 
Phil, a Best Buy employee, without success. 
Grant steps out for the second of the second beats and is joined by Patrick. They sit in 
chairs and begin miming using a fork and knife, as if at dinner. They start of by having a pleasant 
conversation without anything overtly comedic happening. The joke of the scene becomes, 
through backline support from their teammates, that the rest of the team are waiters listening in 
on their convo. The rest of the team gradually insinuates that they don’t like Grant and Patrick 
because they are from New York, the joke being that the diners are blissfully unaware that they 
are the object of such scorn and are having a nice time out at dinner. The scene ends with the 
rather shocking move, although not uncommon in improv, of Shalyah stepping forward as a 
waiter and miming cutting Patrick’s throat to Grant’s shock and horror. “But we didn’t even get 
to try the tiramisu!” Grant shouts over the body of Patrick, crumbled on the floor, which gets a 
big laugh. 
The third second beats starts with Zack stepping out, who so far hasn’t had much to do in 
the show. “I’m a sex addict,” Zack begins, “and I had sex with Kim Kardashian.” The scene 
becomes an analogous version of a gambling addict being good at gambling. So, Zack becomes a 
sex addict who is “good” at sex. The other members of the sex addicts anonymous are 
increasingly annoyed as Zack relays his impressive sex exploits. Zack says, “I’m telling you, 
Kim fell asleep because she orgasmed so hard,” which gets a big laugh. I think the joke here is 
that the stereotype is that normally a man falls asleep after orgasming, but in this case Zack’s 
character was so good at sex he flipped the tables and it was the woman who fell asleep after 
orgasming. 
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Phil and Patrick step out at the same time for the second group game. Phil speaks first, 
saying, “We’re here to talk to you about counting cards.” Without hesitating, as if he knew that is 
what Phil was going to say, Patrick immediately follows with, “Counting cards is a serious no no 
here at the Tropicana.” The scene becomes as if it is a presentation about how to count cards 
from the staff of the Tropicana to their patrons, but with continual reminders that although this is 
how you could do it, you should not do it at their casino. A “side game” of the scene (a running 
gag that is inconsequential to the primary comedic premise but which the players continue to 
bring up throughout) is that Phil and Patrick also want to teach you a few Spanish phrases as they 
teach you how to count cards.  
Back in the tech book, BJ asks John the tech, “Where are we at?” meaning how long has 
the show been going on. The tech consults the stopwatch sitting on the counter next to the 
control board. John replies “22:41, so they’re good,” meaning that they aren’t in danger of 
running over the 30 minute time limit given how far along they are at this point in the Harold 
structure.  
Shalyah starts the first of the third beats, saying, “I want you to make me orgasm so hard 
I fall asleep,” to Phil, her Best Buy employee crush. The simple connecting of one comedic idea 
from one scene will often be appreciated by the improv friendly crowd, and this line gets a big 
positive reaction from the audience.  
The second of the third beats is started by Zack, saying, “Dude, none of the rest of us are 
good at gambling! We hate you!” Grant steps out, looking incsessensed. “Wait, you’ve lost 
money at gambling? What are you, stupid?” This gets a huge laugh, which BJ uses as an 
opportunity to blackout the show, even though they were only two of three third beats in and not 
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even yet at the 25 minute mark (this is partially a result of the fact that they do not do an 
opening, so their shows tend to be shorter). 
So concludes a night at the UCB Theatre. In my opinion, I think it was a fantastic show, 
and by far the strongest show of the night. Objectively, one could measure that it got the most 
laughs (duration, frequency, intensity) from the crowd, and I feel confident that if you polled the 
departing audience as to who put on the best show, The Regulars would emerge victorious. 
However, this opinion is not shared by all improvisers at UCB. As other students and 
improvisers leave, I hear a veteran performer and current teacher remakr that The Regulars are 
only able to get away with all of that “cute stuff” (refering to their departure from a typical 
opening) because they are “the best looking team on Harold Night.” 
This off hand comment strong reminder that all audience members inevitably notice the 
physical bodies the improvisers inhabit and frame their perception accordingly, bringing their 
internalized stereotypes and conceptions to their theatre experience. It is unavoidable. I myself 
had noted above George’s “chiseled jaw,” as I put it, was atypical for the improv comedian body 
type. Despite the fact that an improv show is a magical space where the performers can take on 
the roles of anything or anyone they can imagine, the reality is that the performers themselves 
can never fully escape the bodies they use for their art, bodies that are a part of the instantaneous 
and continuous reactions of what is and what isn’t funny throughout the night according to the 
subjective reactions of those watching. On this particular night, of the 24 performers, 23 were 
white and only one was a person of color; 15 were men and 9 were women; 22 were under the 
age of thirty and the other 2 were under the age of thirty-five. Although both Nancy and James 
had orgasmed in their first beat, in the second beat callback it was the presence of “semen” 
which was presented as a marker for an orgasm having occurred, instantly sidelining Nancy’s 
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role from the scene that followed and putting James in the spotlight even though Nancy could 
have played a man given the blank slate nature of improv (while every improv scene is a blank 
slate and Nancy could have been playing a man, since she appears as a woman the assumption 
from her teammates, the audience, and perhaps even Nancy herself os that she was playing a 
woman in the scene by default). Countless other comedic moments were shaped by the bodies 
the performers inhabited. It’s these bodies that dictate which games they’re allowed to play and 
which comedic strategies they’re allowed to follow, both onstage and off.  
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CHAPTER 2 
Adults at Play: Revisiting The Autotelic Quality Of Play By Examining The Improv 
Comedian Practice Of “Doing Bits” 
 
This chapter aims to develop the importance of the concept of play in understanding the 
ethnomethods used by actors to produce recognizable social orders in comedic interactions, and 
in particular to question the often de facto assumption in the play literature that play qua play is 
an autotelic undertaking. In other words, I seek to trouble the requirement that play has no 
purpose but to fulfill itself.  
Johan Huizinga’s definition of play, as defined in his work Homo Ludens (1955) is used 
as my baseline. By requiring that play be autotelic, this essentially tautological definition 
ultimately acts to conceal the myriad of practical functions of play, one of which is 
demonstrating group membership in social communities with fuzzy borders, which is the focus 
of this chapter. Again, my case study here is the improvisational comedy community 
surrounding the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre in New York City.  
While approximately 200 performers are at any given time an official member of the 
theatre (as of this writing, 171 members are listed on the theatre’s official performer page section 
of the website), several thousand more students and aspiring comedians are in social negotiations 
to belong to the larger community. The specific object of my analysis is the “bit,” the self-given 
name of the semi-structured humorous play that comedians engage in informally. These bits are 
playful encounters in which participants “riff” with each other in the same manner they are 
instructed to “yes and” in their improvisational classes. To a casual observer, this might simply 
be seen as friends joking around. But to the initiated, there is a specific logic and structure to 
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doing a bit that differentiates the practice from casual joking around. Moreover, as discussed in 
the last chapter, while the official narrative of group membership among members of the Upright 
Citizens Brigade community is a meritocratic myth of success being rewarded by excelling in the 
officially sanctioned arenas of performance (classes at the training center, auditions to become 
official house team members, shows at the theatre of official house team), an integral but 
unofficial part of belonging is aptitude at doing bits in social settings outside of officially 
sanctioned arenas of performances.   
   
Communities Engaging in “Deep Play” 
 
 Clifford Geertz’s seminal work “Deep Play: Notes On The Balinese Cockfight” is based 
on Geertz’s fieldwork with his wife in Indonesia in the 1950s studying Balinese culture. The 
essay takes as its focus the local custom of cockfighting. Cockfighting, although an illegal 
activity with relatively little possible material rewards given the potential risk of police 
punishment, is described as a widely engaged in practice. The phrase “deep play” is a reference 
to a term coined by Jeremy Bentham, who defined it as any activity in which the risks outweigh 
the rewards so much as to render it an activity that any rational agent would not engage in. The 
salient issue to explore for Geertz, then, was why so many Balinese persisted in participating 
(and gleefully and enthusiastically participating at that) in the cockfights. The answer that Geertz 
found is tied to his larger symbolic anthropological enterprise of seeing culture as a text to be 
read and interpreted. In the cockfight, Geertz saw a microcosm for larger Balinese society, with 
the battles of the cocks standing in for larger battles of social status related to community 
hierarchy.  
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 The key moment for Geertz gaining entry into the community, and so earning the so-
called “ethnographer’s conceit” voice of authority, comes when Geertz attends his first 
cockfight. Up until this point, he was regarded with suspicion by the locals. An outsider. A white 
man with a funny accent who had lots of questions. Perhaps an agent of the police. But then it 
happens: the real police come to break up the cockfight, and Geertz and his wife run like 
everybody else. The pair manage to find a hiding spot in the courtyard of some locals, where 
they quickly pretend to be at a tea party that has been going on for quite some time. They lie to 
the police and — voila! — they’ve made it in.  
 My “running from the police breaking up the cockfight” moment gaining entree into the 
Upright Citizens Brigade comedy community also involved running and subterfuge, but no 
pugnacious poultry. As mentioned in the preface of this dissertation, it happened in the fall of 
2008, long before I had begun my ethnographic study of the UCB community in 2012, and even 
two full years before I began my graduate studies in sociology at Columbia in 2010. I was living 
in New York City, doing one of five different jobs I’d have in my first few years out of school, 
and in my spare time I was taking improv comedy classes. Based on teacher feedback, I was 
doing well in the classes. I was watching lots of shows and had even joined an informal practice 
group to get additional improv reps in with people I’d met in an official UCB class. While 
leaving the training center one day after class, I entered the stairwell on the 4th floor in order to 
avoid the long line at the elevator. Upon doing so, I startled, and was startled myself to see, Neil 
Carey, one of the UCB’s premier improvisors standing with a pack of cigarettes in the stairwell, 
about to take out a cigarette presumably to have a drag in the stairwell between classes, or 
perhaps even just preparing to take a cigarette out before going outside to smoke. Whatever his 
intentions, Neil’s body language was that of a man caught in the act of a terrible crime. Before I 
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could speak, something happened. In an overly dramatic fashion, Neil allowed a look of extreme 
guilt to pass over his face. Without blinking he kept his eyes locked with mine and then ever so 
subtly darted his eyes over to a “No Smoking” sign. I felt a rush. Here was Neil, perhaps the best 
improviser I’d ever seen, and he was inviting me to play. To use the term in question of this 
chapter (although I didn’t know it at the time) he was inviting me to do a bit with him. It couldn’t 
have been clearer than a dog going up to another dog at a dog park and doing the “play bow” 
with his tail wagging. I was being asked to play. Did I know how to respond and play back? 
 To signal I was going to play along, I responded in kind, narrowed my eyes, holding his 
gaze, before also darting my eyes down the stairs to my right. Then in an instant, Neil was 
running down the stairs. Fast. Without hesitation, I bolted after him. He was using the handrails 
and jumping down two or three stairs at a time, only slowing to look back up at me with a look 
of terror at each landing. I thought we were each seriously in danger of injuring ourselves but 
there was no way I wasn’t going to yes and his initiation. At last, we burst through the ground 
floor door into the lobby, where an elevator car full of improv students was just then spilling out. 
Without missing a beat, Neil exaggeratedly put on a casual air, straightening his collar and 
flattening out his shirt. I followed. As we exited the building, we exchanged one final knowing 
glance as we said, “Sir” to each other, before Neil walked away, I assume to have his smoke. I 
turned and walked the other direction, giddy as all get up.  
 At the time, I felt like I’d made it. I was in. An accepted member of the larger UCB 
improv community. And although I had not yet auditioned for, let alone been placed on, a house 
improv team, this interaction felt to me like the inner sanctum had reached out and tapped me on 
the shoulder. At the time I allowed myself to believe that Neil had heard about me from the other 
teachers, perhaps even seen a class show of mine, and this was his way of letting me know that I 
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was good. Looking back on it now, I think that is flat out ridiculous and it is more likely that Neil 
was just the sort of guy who would have done that with anyone no matter who walked in on him 
in the stairwell with his pack of cigarettes in that moment, and I just so happened to play along.  
Whatever the case, I was able to play along with a member of the UCB doing a bit. What 
we had done seemingly had no greater purpose other than the play of doing so in the moment, 
yet something else had also happened. But what? 
 
Play is a Total Social Phenomenon 
 
 Play is a total social phenomenon and a “total social fact” in Marcel Mauss’s definition as 
“an activity that has implications throughout society, in the economic, legal, political, and 
religious spheres." And in the Durkheimian sense, it is a “social fact’ in that it is a “way of 
acting, whether fixed or not, capable of exerting over the individual an external constraint.” Like 
food or religion, play affects all ages of every human community around the world.  
 Work from neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp on rats at play shows that the impulse to play 
persists even when the outer cortex of a rat’s brain has been removed, showing that the impulse 
to play comes from a more primitive, instinctual part of the brain, along with impulses to eat, 
sleep, and have sex (Panksepp 2003). Neuroscientists and psychologists have different theories 
for the exact reason why humans evolution maintained the impulse to play, but Panksepp and 
others theorize that play is how social animals, like rats or dogs or humans, learn the rules of 
being social. And while many still assume that the rough and tumble play of animals is a sort of 
“practicing” for the fighting and hunting that will be needed later in life for survival, scientists 
have argued against this commonsense theory, showing that playfighting and serious fighting are 
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substantially different, and that species who hunt, like cats, who were deprived of play fighting 
during adolescence can still successfully hunt and kill their prey later in life without decreased 
aptitude, but do however lack behind in social skills compared to other animals exposed to play 
while developing (Pellis & Pellis 1987).  
 Yet play is often marginalized. That it is difficult to study children at play in a laboratory 
setting is said to be one reason why more research on play has not been done. But this just 
reveals that we often think of “play” as something children do and as something that adults leave 
behind as they come of age. To be an adult means to replace play with work, to become 
“serious” with your life rather than continue to engage in “trivial” play. Engaging in organized 
sport becomes exercise; socializing with friends around an activity becomes a hobby; joking with 
coworkers over a drink after work becomes networking. But in reality, just as the “child” vs 
“adult” dichotomy itself is misleading in its binary simplicity, so too does the “play” vs “serious” 
binary (insofar as serious is a stand in for “real” versus “trivial”) fall short to describe actual 
lived experiences of children and adults alike.  
 Play itself can be very serious indeed. The most serious endeavors of adulthood have the 
potential to be done in the attitude of play. It is possible for the most serious of matters — 
important business deals, political negotiations, planning a funeral for a beloved family member 
— to have aspects of the encounters conducted in a playful manner, which can act as a salve for 
the harsher emotions of sadness, anger or anxiety. In some ways, the social skill required to 
recognize a playful comment or moment in an otherwise serious affair, and to respond in kind 
without over- or under-doing the degree of play put forth to you, is one of the most difficult to 
teach but necessary social skills for a person to possess. Individuals with Aspergers Syndrome, 
for example, sometimes have difficulty picking up on a statement delivered with a sarcastic tone 
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(often be a marker indicating an utterance is to be taken as playful rather than literal), which can 
lead to an increased difficulty navigating social situations. 
 In short, play remains an integral part of the social life of humans throughout their life 
courses, not just in the prepubescent years. As Barrie Thorne writes in her ethnographic study of 
elementary school age children at play, “I am troubled when the full range of children’s actions 
and feelings get compressed into the ‘play’ side of our cultural dichotomy between ‘work’ and 
‘play’; the dichotomy falsifies the full reality of everyone’s experiences. Observing on school 
playgrounds, I saw not only play but also serious and fateful encounters” (Thorne 1993: 5). But 
rather than see the failure in calling this activity play, we can instead see the failure in taking 
activity labeled as play seriously. Activity easily dismissed as “child’s play” can in fact be doing 
the important work of actively creating the power structures and social dynamics that the 
children live and grow in, both learning and creating the necessary ethnomethods required to 
navigate and interact with local social structures and dynamics that are not merely imposed by 
adults from above but also actively maintained by children themselves. Why would play cease to 
work this way with the end of childhood? One can imagine the necessary moments of play or 
joking around required when joining a new social group or arriving at a new place of work as a 
grown up version of the school yard all over again. 
 When describing the play activity of children at recess, there might be a specific task in 
mind: basketball, tag, hide-and-go-seek, wrestling, make believe of various sorts. It is the 
activities — the verbs — themselves which earn the label play. However, we can see that it is not 
the mere physicality of these actions that warrants the definition, but rather the spirit in which 
they are conducted. To take a dark example, consider a prison camp where children are forced to 
play hopscotch under threat of physical punishment. Suddenly the physical activity itself, since it 
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is compulsory and not done in a playful spirit, is certainly not play but something else. But then 
take this thought experiment one step further, and now imagine a child who, when ordered to hop 
into the first square of hopscotch, instead hops into the second square while sending a 
conspiratorial wink to a compatriot. We’re now faced with a playful act of protest;  yes, playful, 
but not playful in the way commanded. Hence, sociological use of the term “play” includes a 
reference to an attitude or frame of mind that can be applied to any category of behavior, not just 
certain physical routines.  
 Instead of spirit, we could think of this in terms of frames. Following the work of 
Gregory Bateson, Erving Goffman describes the qualitatively unique mindset of play in terms of 
“frames.” A frame is a mindset or point-of-view which an actor can apply to social situations, as 
in “framing a situation as play” by applying an agreed upon “veneer” of unseriousness to the task 
at hand (Bateson 1972; Goffman 1986). In this way, hopscotch could be done in play by framing 
the situation with a veneer of unseriousness, but so too could taking a test, doing homework, 
beating up a classmate, attending a funeral, kissing a romantic partner, or any activity at all.  
 Bateson and Goffman’s work builds off of Georg Simmel’s work on sociability. Simmel 
argues that humans have an “impulse” toward sociability, meaning the desire to interact with 
other humans in a “noninstrumental" way, meaning that the interaction is not undertaken towards 
the goal of achieving some essential utility (say, the acquisition of food, shelter, protection, sex, 
etc) but for the enjoyment of socializing for its own sake (Simmel 1949).  
 The noninstrumental, or autotelic, quality of play is often an agreed upon constitutive 
element when play is discussed analytically in the social sciences. Huizinga’s Homo Ludens 
(meaning “man the player”) emphasizes that the essential quality of play is that it is done for its 
own sake: 
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 Social life is endued with supra-biological forms, in the shape of play, which  
 enhance its value. It is through this playing that society expresses its   
 interpretation of life and the world. By this we do not mean that play turns into  
 culture, rather that in its earliest phases culture has the play-character, that it  
 proceeds in the shape and the mood of play. In the twin union of play and   
 culture, play is primary. It is an objectively recognizable, a concretely definable  
 thing, whereas culture is only the term which our historical judgement attaches to  a  
particular instance (Huizinga, p. 46).  
 
Play is “culture manifest” to Huizinga, the shape that culture takes that we can look to when 
culture itself remains shapeless. Following this line of thinking, play then can be an analytic 
window with which to see a society’s “interpretation of life.” But besides the autotelic quality, 
what exactly does Huizinga mean by “play,” a concept he is clearly attributing a great deal of 
importance to? Huizinga identifies five characteristics essential to play:  
1) play is freedom (one cannot be compelled to play) 
 2) play is separate from “ordinary” life 
 3) play denotes a break in time and often space from “ordinary” life (i.e. the  
 playground during recess or the stage during a performance) 
 4) although play is freedom, it also creates order (there are rules that must be  
 followed or else play dissolves) 
 5) play is connected with no material interest and is done for its own sake (i.e.,  
 noninstrumental, which is in line with the definitions set forth by Simmel and  
 agreed upon by Goffman, and what later Irvine calls autotelic in her human- 
 animal research).  
Anytime human activity can be said to meet these five criteria, according to Huizinga, we 
will see play. I argue that looking at these criteria it is not hard to imagine that many instances 
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that would be considered play could also have elements of humor. We can imagine children 
laughing while playing tag at recess, college students laughing while joking around or taunting 
competitors during the collegiate competitive pastime of beer pong, or adults laughing at a 
friend’s earnest attempts to do a Christopher Walken impression during a game of charades at a 
dinner party. The Venn diagram of “play” and “humor” does not overlap in all instances, of 
course, and we can easily think of instances of play that meet all of the above criteria but are not 
humorous (playing basketball with friends on a lunch break, filled with smiles and enjoyment but 
no laughter) or instances of humor that were not playful (for example, imagine a professor 
grading an exam and suddenly laughing out loud at an unsubtle attempt of a student to hide a 
lack of study preparation; in this instance the professor is doing her job and taking it seriously, 
and the task overall has not taken on the veneer of the play frame, but just for a moment an 
instance of pure levity bursts through when caught off guard by the humorous).  
 Of course, the above instances have made an assumption: that laughter is a stand in for 
the presence of humor, a sort of audible geiger counter letting witnesses know the presence of 
something funny. Perhaps the reader is or knows someone who during a comedic film or while 
reading a humorous essay does not laugh but more often finds oneself saying out loud, “That’s 
funny” with a smile and meaning it sincerely but still not fully taken over by the bodily impulse 
to laugh. Additionally, we can also picture a “polite laugh” feigned to avoid hurting someone’s 
feelings or to smooth over an awkward attempt at humor, or perhaps a “frightened laugh” in an 
attempt to diffuse a tense or escalating situation. While these exceptions are each valid and true, 
it doesn’t change the type of moments we’re talking about: moments when earnest laughter does 
signal the presence of humor to present parties in the social interaction. In other words, laughter 
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is a communicative act that often indicates the presence of the humorous (but not always) and 
often goes along with play (but not always).   
 To be more precise, there is a difference between  the “comic laughter” as defined by 
Swabey in the first chapter above (laughter in response to an event designed to be funny to other 
members of the same culture) and the “ludic laughter” of play. The ludic laughter is what 
neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp refers to as the “joyfulness of human childhood laughter commonly 
accompanying social play” (Panksepp 2003; p. 533). This ludic laughter, the laughter from 
spontaneous and undirected playfulness, is relevant to our study of play, but distinct from our 
study of the improv comedy theatre space. Child psychologists refer to ludic laughter as the pure 
laughter that comes from “free play” when children are not being directed, taught or coached. It 
is different than mere stimulation from compelling activities like tickling or the more cerebral 
laughter of comic laughter. Following Huizinga, we can imagine that ludic laughter, in that it 
accompanies play, also precedes culture. Animal researchers often refer to free play as “rough 
and tumble” play, but human children engage in this play as well. This activity is so crucial to 
development of social function, researchers have found that rats deprived of this specific sort of 
“rough and tumble” play, even when provided with other stimuli, will have undeveloped 
orbitofrontal and medial prefrontal cortices, parts of the brain associated with social animals 
(Bell et al 2009). However, it is not clear if comic laughter would also precede culture. It might 
be a chicken or the egg situation, with comic laughter developing in tandem with culture as a 
way of both affirming and creating culture, stemming from and utilizing play, but ultimately 
being different in quality from the laughter that directly goes along with pure play. This raises 
interesting questions for our study of bits, where comedians are essentially playing at doing 
comedy: from the play, we would expect ludic laughter, but from the creation of comedy, we 
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would expect comic laughter. So, which laughter is present when doing bits? From my 
observation and experience, both are possible, and while the distinction is subtle, it is there.  
 Back to Huizinga. Research on animal-human play provides evidence that supports 
Huizinga’s claim of the primary position or “supra-biological” form of play. George Mead 
defines intersubjectivity, often seen as a prerequisite for play, as something that requires 
language, and thus two humans as the actors (Mead 1934), a definition largely upheld in the 
literature on intersubjectivity. However, some research on animal-human play calls this into 
question. Leslie Irvine’s work on animal-human play shows that humans and animals are capable 
of engaging in shared autotelic activity together, and though shared intersubjectivity is not 
demonstrable, it is not actually required for “coordinated playful encounters” (Irvine 2001).  
 If neither confirmed intersubjectivity nor shared language are required for play to occur 
between two or more actors, it potentially leaves play open as the pre-cultural phenomenon 
Huizinga argues it to be, again more of a mode of being than a prescribed set of activities to 
engage in. Of course, this does not mean that deeper levels of intersubjectivity would not lead to 
deeper levels of play or potentially more varied or meaningful playful encounters. As Colin 
Jerolmack argues, play exists along a spectrum of intersubjectivity: from two well acquainted 
humans with a shared “private culture” who have a long history of shared experiences to draw 
upon, to two humans meeting for the first time from different cultural backgrounds, to a human 
and his companion dog who play fetch daily, to a human who goes to the park to feed the same 
group of pigeons in the park on a regular basis, to a human who has trained a goldfish to follow 
her finger on the outside of the glass of a fishbowl (Jerolmack 2009:386). In short, although play 
can be enhanced by shared language and experiences that can lead to higher degrees of 
intersubjectivity, play can exist without these conditions.  
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 However, while play can exist even without higher degrees of intersubjectivity, can 
humor? To consider this question, let’s revisit the complex and sticky idea of humor as discussed 
in greater detail above in Chapter One. Iddo Tavory makes an impressive attempt at this 
undertaking, synthesizing several prominent accounts from the last fifty years in his article on 
HIV/AIDS humor in Malawi. Tavory provides four conditions required for humor to occur:  
 1) Humor is a play on form that exists by locating an actor in two worlds of  
 meaning (what Tavory calls “bi-sociation”). The classic comedy example of this is  
watching a person slip on a banana peel, since in that moment we are witnessing a person 
both as a subject we know to be experiencing the world as we do as well as an object 
experiencing the laws of physics.  
 2) Humor does not resolve tensions, but sustains them, and it is not the   
 explaining away of a confusion toward clarity but rather continued ambiguity  
 that gives humors its edge. As the adage goes about killing the frog, if you explain  
 a joke you destroy the humor.  
 3) Humor tells us something about social life, since obviously not every tension is 
 humorous or every bi-sociation a joke. 
 4) Humor can be located on a spectrum of its reach: jokes about sex, flatulence,  
 or death will appeal to a broader audience whereas jokes about HIV/AIDS in  
 Malawi might only appeal to residents there with experience with the disease and  local  
life.  
 5) Humor requires “situational expertise.” 
Tavory’s main focus is this last requirement of “situational expertise.” Tavory says that 
situational expertise is the final, and possibly most important, factor in making a joke humorous. 
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The first four factors can be present, but they are not sufficient. What pushes a joke over to the 
side of funny is situational expertise. He gives the example of a cartoon from a Malwaian 
newspaper where a man and woman are in bed together, the woman looking upset, while the man 
has his mouth open and his shoulders shrugged with the caption: “You said you wanted 
something romantic for your birthday. I gave you AIDS!” While this joke is horrifying to an 
American audience and we might expect it to get a cartoonist fired, it passes as humorous in 
Malawi because of situational expertise. With HIV/AIDS levels running rampant, the situation of 
having to tell someone that you have given them AIDS is something that many of the of readers 
of the cartoon will have direct or indirect experience with. Therefore, they are experts on how 
you would expect this situation to go. So the humor then arises in seeing the cartoonist present a 
deviation from the expected script of such a situation. An American might react, “That isn’t an 
appropriate thing to joke about! That’s terrible!” while a Malawian might react, “That isn’t how 
you tell someone you gave them AIDS! That’s hilarious!” There are of course exceptions and 
Tavory recognizes that individual preferences will vary. In other words, even if someone is 
familiar with the situational expertise required to understand the situation being played upon, that 
also does not guarantee that they will find the joke humorous and someone who understands the 
joke could still take offense. 
 So, to take stock of what we have established thus far: we’ve established that coordinated 
playful encounters are possible even without higher degrees of shared intersubjectivity, although 
greater degrees or deeper levels of play are presumably possible as shared intersubjectivity 
increases. We have also established that the potential for humor increases with increased degrees 
of “situational expertise.” We can see a sort of analogous connection between the increase in 
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playful encounters and humorous encounters along the dimensions of increasing shared 
intersubjectivity and situational expertise.  
 But rather than situational expertise being required for humor to exist, what if we flipped 
this on its head? Meaning, it is not because of our shared situational expertise that we are able to 
mutually produce a humorous moment (either with you the joke-teller and me the joke-laugher or 
as a back and forth riffing with both parties making and receiving jokes), but rather that the 
ability to engage in humorous repartee is a sort of social litmus test for situational expertise and 
mutual intersubjectivity.  
 Viewed in this way, we can say that yes some instances of play are autotelic, but then 
again so too are some instances of cruelty or kindness or generosity or savagery. In other words, 
perhaps sometimes humans do things and they do them just to do them; we are rational animals 
capable of irrationality, and there is a limit to rational explanations of every action. Saying the 
same thing in a different way, we could also imagine an argument that if we were able to drill 
deep enough into the neurochemical level, we actually could offer some sort of explanation for 
every seemingly autotelic human interaction, but it wouldn’t be a satisfying one (for example, 
something along the lines of: this chemical caused this body part to do this because of this 
previous input and these environmental factors). As social scientists, of course, rather than being 
content to cordon off play as existing in a black box of the autotelic, we can instead wrestle it 
from this fate and see that in many instances, play is done simultaneously for its own sake and to 
accomplish some social end (and this does not diminish its playful quality). 
 In particular, what I have in mind are the bits that members of the UCB improv comedy 
theatre ecosystem engage in. These bits, done in informal settings rather than the official settings 
of the theatre, serve the social function of testing and affirming group membership, while 
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simultaneously very much being silly conversations which accomplish nothing else than 
(potentially) amusing the participants for the duration that they last, causing both ludic laughter 
and comic laughter. So if we want to insist on on the non instrumentality of play, we can do so, 
but with the amendment that engaging in noninstrumental or autotelic play can simultaneously 
serve practical social purposes.  
 
Adults at Play: Improv Comedy at the UCB Theatre 
 
 We now turn from the abstract idea of play to the actual, physical play done at the 
improvised comedic theatre community surrounding the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre and 
Training Center in New York City.  
 The UCB Theatre provides a unique venue in which to study adults at play. Individuals 
are not only taught the formal methods of improvised comedy (the act of doing improv is often 
called “playing” and the performers are called “players,” as in other forms of theatre) but they 
also spend countless hours informally interacting with each other in the spaces in between the 
formal outlets of improv comedy (classes, auditions, shows) in which they engage in playful 
humorous encounters, which we will here call “bits,” using the term given to the interactions by 
improvisers themselves.  
What sort of play is this? Like other play, it is play structured by rules. And UCB, like 
other comedy theatres, has a series of rules such as the Golden Rule of Yes And which 
improvisers learn and follow. By following these rules (or strategies), and selectively breaking 
them, improvisers are able to play together in order to create improvised theatre. These rules also 
permeate off stage interactions in the play of bits as well. This play is not the rough and tumble 
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play of rats biting each other, but perhaps closer to a type of play that many researchers consider 
to be one of the few forms of play unique to humans: fantasy play. One could interpret fantasy 
play as the play of “make believe,” of children on the playground pretending to be cops and 
robbers, good guys and bad guys, or even playing house. In fantasy play, children test out 
different roles and identities, asserting what is and is not the proper way to behave in imagined 
scenarios and in imagined roles. An improv comedy performance is more than mere fantasy play, 
however, since both the players and audience members alike are complicit in the pretending (or 
suspension of disbelief) they are engaged in, and a certain level of reflective detachment must be 
maintained for the humor to exist. While both the improviser playing a cop and a child 
pretending to be a cop might act with similar gravitas and seriousness, laughing at the improviser 
only bolsters her performance whereas laughing at the child might burst the veneer and shatter 
the play frame.  
 So, if the play of adult improvisers is not exactly the same “fantasy play” as children 
playing make believe at recess, is there another type of play that it is more akin to? On the one 
hand, we play as a verb to describe what people are doing when they to put on a performance, as 
with musicians. Like after seeing a band performer, it would make sense for a friend of the 
improviser to say, “You all were so great! How long have you been playing together?” The band 
or musician comparison has been made to improv comedy by others, in particular that of jazz 
musicians who use improvisation (in the sense of not following a written piece of music exactly) 
in their compositions and performances. Jazz musicians playing together in an ensemble also 
know a set of rules so to speak (the scales and conventions of jazz) that they follow or selectively 
break in order to spontaneously make a coherent piece together.  
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 We could also think of the play of sports as a comparison to the play done by UCB 
improvisers. The sports team comparison is an informative one, and within the UCB community, 
sport metaphors are often deployed in classes and when developing the official house comedy 
teams during the audition process. For example, while some improv theatres say that their 
“troupes” are led and taught by “directors” at “rehearsals,” at UCB the parlance employed is that 
of “teams” hiring “coaches” to lead their “practices” and give them notes after shows, at least 
with their nomenclature aligning themselves more closely with sports teams than with musicians 
or traditional theatre. Additionally, there is also a competitive element to the improv done at 
UCB. Every Thursday night, the show CageMatch puts up two teams against each other, in 
which the audience votes on a winner. Like athletes, the performers must find a balance of 
attempting to up their performance for the competition without letting their nerves  
 In truth, I think that there are elements of fantasy play, the play of musicians, and the play 
of sports all present in the play of improv comedians, both onstage and off. Similarly, watching 
an improv comedy performance or watching improv comedians do bits, I witness both comic 
laughter and ludic laughter. The laughter from the audience is usually primarily that of comic 
laughter, but on stage when improv comedians “break” (as observed in the last chapter) because 
they are having fun, this laughter can be either comic laughter or ludic laughter. For example, a 
move more akin to one improviser “messing with” another improviser could result in the players 
giggling with ludic laughter at the joy of being silly, whereas we could also imagine an 
improviser genuinely being surprised by the clever joke her teammate comes up with on the spot 
and laughing at the comedy of it.  
So, while we can see several types of play and laughter present in the interactions of 
improv comedians, would this play strictly speaking fulfill the requirements put forward by 
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Huizinga as pure play? To begin, let’s first talk about the officially sanctioned improv 
performance that occurs in classes, auditions, and during shows, leaving bits aside for now. 
Revisiting and condensing Huizinga’s requirements of play:  
 1) one cannot be compelled to play 
 2) play is separate from “ordinary” life 
 3) play denotes a break in time and often space from “ordinary” life (i.e. the  
 playground during recess or the stage during a performance) 
 4) play creates order (there are rules that must be followed or else play dissolves) 
 5) play is done for its own sake (autotelic) 
Considering the above, we can say that there are moments when improv performance 
does fulfill these particular requirements of play and times when it does not. This makes sense, 
especially if you think of play as a frame or a mode of being rather than a specific prescribed 
activity. Just as players engaging in a sport can vacillate between play and work (even within the 
same session, even moments apart), so too is this possible for improv comedy.  
 For example, consider a practice session when a nervous student is very worried about 
following the rules correctly and impressing her teacher. In this instance, we can imagine 
watching this setting and concluding that the student is working very hard, stressing out, and is 
not playing at all. Or perhaps if an improv team has been hired to entertain at a corporate party 
where the audience's attention is divided and the client represents a service which the players 
themselves do not align with, we can imagine this sort of performance looking and feeling more 
like work than play (I have first hand experience doing as much and it most definitely did not 
feel like play). Or remembering back to the last chapter, recall the team at Harold Night, Big 
Margaret, who in my notes I remarked that it looked like they were struggling and not having fun 
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up there. They were working to achieve the light joy of improv comedy play, but I think they 
remained mired down in the muck of work. That said, in all of these cases, however, we can also 
imagine moments of play bursting through. As the student is clearly failing we can imagine her 
making a meta-joke about how she is bombing, and in that playfulness finding a joyfully 
humorous moment. In the boring corporate show, we can imagine the improvisers beginning to 
have fun with each other at the expensive of blatantly disregarding their uninterested audience, 
again finding play.  
 I am interested in these moments when play occurs among adults using the rules of 
improv comedy not as constraints but as tools to engage in rare moments of the “joyfulness of 
human childhood laughter commonly accompanying social play.” As improvisers reported to me 
in interviews, and as I have experienced myself as an experienced improviser at the theatre, the 
moments of purest joy are those when you “lose yourself” in the moment and it feels like you are 
simply existing in that scene with your scene partner, simultaneously completely aware that the 
audience is lifting you up with their exuberant laughter but also completely forgetting that they 
are there. It is the state of “flow” as described by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, “the 
mental state of performing an activity fully immersed in a feeling of energized focus, full 
involvement, and enjoyment.” It is similar to the state of being “in the zone” as described by 
athletes. As one improviser reported to me, “Improv is the only thing that I do that when I do it, 
I’m not thinking of anything else. I can have a fight with my girlfriend five minutes before a 
show, but then as soon as the show starts, I’m not thinking about the fight or how worked up I 
was. I’m just in the show, in the moment, reacting to my teammates.”  
 When do improvisers succeed in achieving this highly sought after state of play that can 
evade them if they pursue with too much seriousness or evaporate if they don’t pursue it 
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seriously enough? While play is not always humorous, and what is humorous is not always 
playful, the instances of play undertaken by improvisers in the UCB community is undertaken in 
the pursuit of humor. So, for improvisers in the UCB community to successfully engage in this 
humorous play, one element that is necessary for them to succeed is to have shared situational 
expertise with which they can deploy, reference, twist, refute and in general demonstrate 
knowledge of.  
 
Situational Expertise: Undertaking Humorous Play 
 
 Tavory’s account of humor relying on situational expertise applies to the sort of improv 
comedy done at UCB. In addition to the Golden Rule of “Yes And,” another rule taught to UCB 
improvisers is that of “One Unusual Thing.” This rule tells improvisers that each scene should 
have a single unusual thing. So, for example, once we know that we have a Grandma who is 
unusually interested in getting a new pair of Air Jordan’s, we don’t need to introduce into the 
scene a break dancing alien or a talking toaster. What is better according to the UCB strategy is 
to “heighten and explore” the single unusual thing through a process of asking, “If this is true, 
then what else is true?” So if in an old folks home it is true that a Grandma gets happy about a 
new pair of Air Jordans, what else might be true? We can distill the comedic essence of this 
premise to being one of incongruous juxtaposition: old person (Grandma) interested in youthful 
object (trendy shoes) because of youthful worry (popularity). Successful implementation of 
heightening and exploring the one unusual thing could take a variety of forms, such as learning 
that the Grandma is also mad because they won’t let her keep her hat on backwards in the lunch 
  105 
room or that she is jealous of her hallway neighbor whose children just bought her a new 
handheld video game system.  
 Successful heightening and exploring of the one unusual thing in scene work requires that 
the two players be in agreement of what the unusual thing is. This is where shared situational 
expertise comes in. We can of course imagine players of various backgrounds finding different 
things unusual. To some cultures, it might be unusual to lock the elderly away in an old folks 
home; to fashion-savvy youths more in touch with current trends than myself, it might be 
unusual that Air Jordans were the sought after shoe when to them it is obvious that there are far 
trendier and cooler shoes in the zeitgeist today; to the fashion-forward elderly, it might not seem 
unusual at all that someone would be excited about getting a new pair of shoes; and so on.  
 In this way, we can think of improvisers as playing around with their own situational 
expertise of various social scripts, categories and norms, simultaneously identifying what is 
“normal” in the situations they spontaneously act out in order to then highlight what is 
“unusual.” It is a constant navigation of not only their own situational expertise, but also what 
they assume their scene partner’s situational expertise will be, and what together they decide the 
audience’s collective situational expertise will be, all happening in the moment by moment 
throughout the show.  
 In attempting to make various recognizable social situations that are normally dramatic 
have a humorous edge — a romantic break up, losing one’s job, death, murder, racism, telling 
someone you gave them an STD, and more — improvisers reveal not only what they think the 
situational expertise dictates what the social scripts of those situations and issues are, but, even 
more importantly, they reveal what they think the audience will recognize as the situational 
expertise that they are deviating from. A comedian’s ability to speak to the truth of social life is 
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what we mean when we say that a joke was “well observed,” and this is in line with one of 
Tavory’s tenets that to be humorous the joke must say something about social life. So even if the 
something that it says is a tired old cliche that is familiar in comedy; so it might not say 
something new, but it still must say something in order to be humorous.  
 Through improvised scene creation, we can see reverse engineer the assumptions of the 
improvisers about the social world they inhabit. We can identify what are assumed to be the 
scripts by which situations are meant to proceed, the ways in which social norms are meant to be 
followed or social categories applied, and in so doing we see culture laid bare. In this way , the 
play of improv comedy heats up social interactions, boiling off the pleasantries of normal 
sociality which seeks at all costs to avoid confrontation as the improvisers intentionally rush 
towards confrontation, leaving the imprint of the straightjacket of culture on the stage as they do.  
 The official improv comedy performance of the UCB Theatre provides strong empirical 
evidence for Tavory’s argument for situational expertise allowing for deeper levels of shared 
humorous moments, which is analogous to Jerolmack’s insight of greater degrees of shared 
playful encounters being possible along greater degrees of intersubjectivity. However, I contend 
that just as intersubjectivity is not required for “coordinated playful encounters,” improv 
provides examples of successful comedy scenes being accomplished without this shared 
intersubjectivity as well.  
 Consider an improv comedy scene occurring as a live performance. The respective 
parties of this encounter are: player 1, player 2, and the audience (for now, we will simplify our 
analysis to a two person scene rather than scenes that involve more players). The audience is a 
crucial member of this interaction. Since this is live theatre, the players will adjust based on 
audience reactions. If the audience laughs at something, the players will do it again or possibly 
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bring it back; if the audience doesn’t laugh at something, the players might move on or modify 
the joke until it works or actively shove the joke in the audience’s face, so to speak, until the 
laughter comes not from the content of the joke but from the performers’ audacity.  
 According to Tavory’s calculation, all three members of the humorous interaction would 
need to share situational expertise relevant to the joke in question for it to be a successful 
humorous encounter. Player 1 and Player 2 would need to be in agreement about the social script 
of the situation they are improvising on stage (break up scene, firing scene, interrogation scene, 
murdering scene, food ordering scene, etc) and the comedic take they are applying to that scene 
(i.e. the single unusual thing they wish to deviate from the normal social script). The players 
feedback is bi-directional, figuring out the scene as they go along, providing information to each 
other while not tipping their hand completely to the audience too early (i.e. explaining away the 
joke, or “killing the frog”) but still being comprehensible enough to be understood. The audience 
feedback is primarily unidirectional in the form of bodily reaction: laughter, silence, applause, 
booing, groans, or even heckling.  
 In an ideal successful scene, Player 1 successfully conveys his or her idea to Player 2 in 
the initiating line of dialogue; Player 2 successfully interprets the idea, affirms it, and adds to it 
accordingly; in response, the audience also recognizes the idea and laughs in approval of it being 
a recognizable comedy idea. In this ideal scenario, all three parties of the interaction know the 
social script in use and therefore have the necessary situational expertise to allow them to 
observe the one unusual thing (the deviation from reality or the comedic take) as humorous. The 
greater degrees of shared situational expertise on the topic at hand, the greater levels of nuance 
and commentary the players will be able to bring to the topic, and the greater members of the 
audience with the necessary situational expertise will be able to appreciate the scene.  
  108 
 Improvised comedic theatre, however, just like social life, is very messy. The ideal isn’t 
always achieved. The rules are not always followed. Players intentionally mess with each other 
in order to “have fun,” playing with the play of improv. Adopting a playful attitude to the already 
playful art of improv increases the sloppiness of the already risky format, but in practice it is 
done all the time. In fact, it would be rare to see a night of improv at UCB where it didn’t occur. 
And even with trying to follow the rules, misunderstandings frequently occur or gaps in 
knowledge are revealed.  
 Consider the following common improv comedy situation in the abstract: Player 2 thinks 
that Player 1 is going for something other than what he was really going for and makes a move 
(Yes Ands) according to his own assumption rather than what Player 1 intended. The audience 
then laughs. So, we could argue that this was a successful humorous encounter (it ended in 
laughter, which is after all what the improv comedians intend to happen). But let’s dissect it 
further. Perhaps members of the audience were laughing for different reasons: some people were 
sharing situational expertise with Player 1 and laughing at what he or she was going for; others 
might share situational expertise with Player 2 and laugh what he or she is going for; other 
audience members share knowledge with both and laugh on both levels; others see the 
misunderstanding and laugh not at the content of the joke but on a meta level of awareness about 
the misunderstanding that happened; perhaps a friend of Player 2 in the audience laughs because 
he or she recognizes the misunderstanding as a typical error for Player 2 to make, something that 
only this friend would recognize in the entire audience allowing for in some ways the deepest 
shared humorous encounter of all; and so on and on and on. 
 In this abstract scenario, it can hardly be said that a simple case of “shared situational 
expertise” can explain why this was a successful humorous event, and yet it was. The goal of the 
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Players is to get the audience to laugh; the goal of the audience (insofar as they willingly made 
the choice to go to a comedy theatre and are paying to attend a comedy show) is to laugh and 
enjoy themselves. All members of the encounter have achieved the desired outcome without the 
presence of complete shared situational expertise, and in fact in some instances because of its 
absence. 
 Now that I’ve provided an abstract example of an improvised scene which successfully 
resulted in a humorous moment occurring despite shared situational expertise being present 
inconsistently across a variety of levels, now let’s consider an actual representative situation that 
I observed at UCB’s Harold Night.  
 The team performing was Grandma’s Ashes, a Harold Team composed of veteran 
improvisers (at the time of the show, seven of the eight members were active teachers at the  
Image 5. Grandma’s Ashes performs a scene about at UCB’s Harold Night. Source: author’s photo. 
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theatre, the highest percentage of any team on Harold Night). The audience suggestion was 
“intern.” In one of the first scenes of the show, Erik Yanouye initiated that he was Benjamin 
Franklin about to make a discovery about electricity. He did his by speaking out loud to himself 
as he mimed writing in a notebook and taking on an “old timey” voice meant to be that of 
Benjamin Franklin. “I, Benjamin Franklin, today shall attempt to fly a kite in order to 
discover…” At this point, Erik was interrupted by his teammate Abra Tavak entering from the 
back line as, as she would make clear with her line, an intern. “Mr Franklin?” Abra screamed in 
a voice with a mix of uptalk and millennial twang, “I’m doing a coffee run, do you need 
anything?”  
 This resulted in a big laugh from the audience. At this point, shared situational expertise 
seems to be largely intact. At least two shared situational expertise banks of knowledge are being 
invoked: first, we have at least a basic understanding that Benjamin Franklin conducted 
important research related to electricity and that this was done hundreds of years in the past; 
second, we know that modern day millennials work as interns and a common intern task is going 
on a coffee run. The incongruous juxtaposition of a modern day intern placed in an old timey 
setting you would not expect to see an intern is amusing.  
The scene plays out with the obvious expertise of this veteran pair of improvisers, with 
additional heightened instances of the intern doing tasks which the audience recognizes as intern 
tasks (“Mr. Franklin, want me to make copies of these keys?”) paired with basic knowledge 
about Benjamin Franklin, early scientific research, and colonial America providing the basis for 
the humor. On top of this, Yanouye’s dour performance (a quiet Japanese American, Yanouye is 
one of the older and more serious performers on Harold Night) with Tavak’s exuberant portrayal 
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of an intern (Tavak is bubbly, Yanouye’s tonal opposite) also assists in making the scene a 
success. It is a funny scene and by all measures a success, an ideal improv scene. 
 Later in the show, however, in an attempt to do a “call back” to the scene, the situational 
expertise becomes misaligned. There is the possibility of an error in situational expertise that 
could theoretically derail the success. It is on this moment that I want to focus. 
 Three scenes later, following the structure of the Harold, it is time for the second beat of 
this scene. Tavak and Yanouye know this, so each improviser is anticipating to do some sort of 
second version of the Mr. Franklin scene.  
Yanouye once again steps forward first to initiate. As he does, he takes a seat in a chair. 
As before, he begins miming writing in a notebook and he monologues out loud.  
 “As I craft this New Deal, I will create work for millions of Americans…” at this point, 
following the rhythm of the first scene, Tavak once again interrupts Yanouye.  
 “Mr. Franklin, what are you working on?” Tavak yells as she steps forward. The 
audience laughs, but it is a different and uneven laugh. There are pockets of laughter, and the 
timing is off. Some laughs are sharp and immediate, others a few moments delayed and unsure. 
What has happened? 
 What has happened is a moment of misaligned situational expertise. Abra assumed that 
Erik was once again playing Benjamin Franklin from their earlier scene; she has addressed him 
as Mr. Franklin as she did before. Later backstage after the show, I double check on this with 
Abra, and she confirms the case, saying that she didn’t know what the New Deal was, so that 
reference did not convey to her the meaning that Erik was attempting to convey, namely that he 
was now a new character, FDR. 
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Erik, in an impressive example of his own quick wittedness and the sometimes magical 
improv adage of “no mistakes in improv,” replied by miming putting a cigar in his mouth and 
miming that his chair was a wheelchair as he said, “Please, intern, you should address me by my 
last name, Roosevelt.” This was met with a huge reaction from the audience, a combination of 
applause, whooping and laughter that lasted for perhaps twenty seconds. The reason for the big 
reaction is that the improv savvy audience was impressed with Erik’s move to justify Abra’s 
response in a way that was in keeping with her character (an intern might assume too much and 
get friendly and address a superior in an overly casual way) but that also honored the integrity of 
the scene he had already established (mentioning the New Deal and making himself Franklin 
Roosevelt, not Benjamin Franklin).  
 For our purposes here, what interests me about this exchange is the first moments when 
situational expertises were still misaligned. In these moments, laughter still successfully occured. 
Some laughed because they knew that Abra didn’t get what Erik was going for; others, like Abra, 
did not know what Erik was going for and laughed perhaps just because of the way that Abra 
delivered her line in the tone of an intern. In short, situational expertise is not required for a 
successful moment of shared laughter to occur. Perhaps ultimately, though, this anecdote bolsters 
Tavory’s point shared situational expertise does increase the strength of the potential for the 
shared comedic laughter which could occur.  
One could also point out that everyone who laughed shared situational expertise with 
someone (either Yanouye or Tavak or both), but I would argue that based on my abstract 
example above it would not be difficult to find situations in which laughter occurred but 
situational expertise was not present across any interactions. Instead, we could modify the 
requirement to be that laughter occurs when the laugher believes (either correctly or erroneously) 
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that situational expertise is shared. So the actual sharing of situational expertise is less important 
than the belief that it is shared for the laugh to occur. On a smaller scale, we have probably all 
experienced something like this in our social lives when we politely laugh because we think we 
know what someone is talking about but later in the conversation realize that we misunderstood 
or misheard.  
 
Synthesizing Jerolmacks’ Insights on Play and Tavory’s Insights on Humor 
 
 The above example provides a way for us to combine Jerolmacks’ insights on play with 
Tavory’s insights on a humor. The accounts that Tavory is synthesizing all have their focus on 
defining the content of the material in question (what the joker intends to be funny and what the 
receiver understands to be funny) more so than the social exchange itself taking place. Focusing 
on the content is useful since it can help avoid definitions that can be reduced to circular logic or 
tautologies: a humorous moment is one in which laughter occurs and laughter is what occurs in a 
humorous moment. However, at the same time it shows that Tavory’s account could be modified 
to include a final focus on the social outcome of a shared humorous moment, which could take 
the form of laughter, smiling, or another physical embodiment and affirmation of the moment as 
a humorous one. Going back to what was said above about humor, all five tenets of Tavory’s 
humor could be met without any of the involved parties laughing.  
Ultimately, any definition of humor must involve in the end a social stamp as being received as 
funny by the parties involved for the event to be humorous.  
In his excellent overview work On Humour, Simon Critchley defines joking as: “[...] a 
specific and meaningful practice that the audience and the joke-teller recognize as such” 
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(Critchley p. 4). That a joke is acknowledged as a joke by both the joke teller and the audience is 
the final tenet of any definition of humor. An attempt at a joke can relieve tension and comment 
on society, but in the end when determining if a successful humorous moment was shared by the 
parties involved, we’ll still ask “Yeah, but was it funny?” In other words, if the joke-teller and 
the joke-receiver both think what was said was a joke, then it was. If they believe that shared 
situational expertise was present, it is possible for the moment to succeed as comedy. In other 
words, a joke is a joke if those involved all agree it’s a joke.  
In this way, the parties don’t need to agree on the component parts of the content (why it 
was funny) so much as the type of the content (that is was an attempt at humor that was received 
as such) for humor to occur. In an inversion of the parable of the blind men and the elephant, 
rather than ending in disagreement over what constitutes an elephant (an elephant is hard and 
sharp says the man touching the tusk; an elephant is thin and like a rope says the man holding the 
tail), what can happen with humor is a group ending in agreement on the name of what they’ve 
witnessed together (this is an elephant!) even if they disagree on the why (it was an elephant 
because elephants have tusks; it was an elephant because elephants have tails).  
Consider these two other real world examples of a successful humorous moment 
occurring even when shared situational expertise was not achieved. The first example is about 
the possibility of a receiver of a joke to laugh at a joke for a reason other than the intended 
reason of the joke teller. In April 2005 stand-up comedian Dave Chappelle walked away from a 
$50 million contract to do another season of his huge popular sketch show Chappelle Show for 
Comedy Central. Chappelle left for a variety of reasons - including personal stress and ongoing 
disagreements with executives at the network - but at least one reason that he cited involves the 
matter of an audience laughing at a joke for different reasons than he intended.  
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In his first interview on the decision to leave, which he did with Oprah in February 2006, 
Chappelle tells the story of recording a sketch which involved Chappelle to appear in black face 
make-up. During the recording, Chappelle witnesses a white crew member laughing particularly 
hard at this sketch, which made him uncomfortable and question if the person was laughing at 
racism or laughing at something that was racist. The object which Chappelle created can be 
interpreted on both levels.7  
So while, according to Chappelle, the joke teller and the joke receiver in this instance did 
not share complete intersubjectivity, they were still able to successfully engage in a shared 
humorous event, to the degree that the social script playing out was a joke teller communicating 
the frame “This is humorous” and a joke receiver acknowledging “Yes, this is humorous.” 
Tavory’s account rightfully acknowledges that some shared situational expertise was required: 
both parties recognize and know that black face is a form of theatrical make-up used to denote to 
the audience that the wearer is portraying a black person, with roots in racist vaudevillian 
productions of the 19th century in the United States, but they are not in complete agreement 
(according to Chappelle’s interpretation) with their intersubjective understanding of the object in 
question.  
In the Chappelle example, complete intersubjectivity is not present, but at least some 
shared situational expertise still is. However, we can take this a step further and imagine an 
audience member who somehow is completely unaware with the cultural phenomenon of black 
face and is ignorant to its racist historical context, but who could still laugh when they see 
Chappelle performing the sketch, perhaps simply because he is using a silly voice, overacting in 
a vaudevillian manner, and his face is covered in paint.  
                                                
7 “When Racism is No Longer Funny,” SF Gate May 22, 2005 
http://www.sfgate.com/opinion/article/When-racism-is-no-longer-funny-2668803.php 
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For better or worse, a shared humorous event can occur even without all of the actors on the 
same page in terms of the content or the why of the joke itself, so long as they simply are in 
agreement that it is a joke.  
For another real world example outside of improv, consider a stand-up comedy routine 
from stand-up comic and talk show host Pete Holmes. The bit came from the opening monologue 
of his TBS show on March 4, 2014. On the show’s website, it is posted under the title “Hit It 
Back.” The bit begins with Holmes lightheartedly explaining how enraged he becomes if he 
smiles at a stranger on the sidewalk and they don’t smile back, calling it a “betrayal.” Holmes 
goes on:  
Here’s why I care. It’s social grace ping-pong. I smile at you, you smile at me. Hit it 
back. Hitting it back makes life better. A couple of strangers smiling at each other on the 
street? Everything is right in the world, in that moment when you hit it back to me. [...] 
How? I say laugh at jokes. Indiscriminately. What are you, judging jokes in your little 
brain laboratory? “Mmm, was it good?” Laugh! Why? We all die someday, laugh! Here’s 
how I hit it back: my last name is “Holmes,” so I get a lot of “What up, Homes?” I get 
that a lot. And yes, I’ve heard “What up, Homes?” a lot, a million times, but I love it. 
Why? Because it means they’re trying to play! People are being silly with me. Play! Be 
silly! [emphasis added].8 
 
Holmes’ compellingly presents the social nature of joking. Many theoretical accounts of humor 
pin the frog to the board and begin the dissection without remembering the real world that the 
frog was created to hop around in. They take the joke back to the lab in their mason jar, but leave 
the jokers hopping around in the pond. Joking is a social frame. Humor is successfully achieved 
when the joker communicates to the joke receiver that she is joking, and the receiver 
acknowledges the same.  
So strong is the social impulse to “go along” with joking, it gives a new light to the 
power of racist and sexist joking. The social desire to “hit it back” as Holmes says can help to 
                                                
8 “Hit It Back” 3/4/2014, The Pete Holmes Show https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=guyOTjGK5aE  
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explain the perpetuation of racist and sexist joking and the stereotypes such jokes rely on (i.e. the 
shared situational expertise necessary to make the jokes funny) even when the joke tellers or joke 
receivers might not profess to hold such beliefs or in fact may profess to believe their opposites. 
Perhaps this same impulse to go along with a joke can speak to a greater tendency towards 
compliance, such as instances of compliance to authority even when doing so violates one’s own 
personal morals. The corollary to this is what many see as the over “politically correct” policing 
of humor. For some, “it’s just a joke” is an ironclad defense capable of providing immunity for 
any statement.  
In either case, play, in the sense of this back and forth of “being playful” or “joking 
around” or “doing a bit,” is a social secret handshake of sorts, simultaneously confirming that 
both parties are “in on it.” The joke teller and the joke receiver are in a negotiation involving the 
belief of shared situational expertise, and when the joke receiver believes that a joke has 
occurred, laughter is possible. 
 
Doing Bits: Humming Along Even If You Don’t Know The Words 
 
Even if I don’t know the words to the song you are singing, I still might be able to hum 
along with your melody if I generally know about songs from your culture. So, even if I don’t 
understand the full situational expertise required to get the joke that you are telling, it matters far 
less from the standpoint of the social achievement of a coordinated humorous encounter than 
simply understanding that you are telling a joke. The frame of the situation is what is primary. I 
recognize that you are playing, and I can choose to enter the play frame with you. I recognize 
that you are joking, and I can “hit it back” as something humorous with my laughter.  
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I argue that combining Jerolmack’s insights on play with Tavory’s insights on humor in 
the above manner provides a compelling argument for the reconception of common theories of 
humor to see humor as belonging under the social frame of play as one of the primary categories 
with which humans interact with each other. The ethnomethod of “joking around” doing bits and 
“hitting it back” with laughter are essential strategies to possess in order to navigate the full 
variety of social situations actors routinely navigate in their local worlds.  
The skills that UCB improv comedians are taught formally in the training center and 
expected to proficiently perform during auditions and shows are then used as shared 
ethnomethods in the form of “doing bits” to signal and test group membership in the otherwise 
nebulous boundaries of the UCB improv comedy community.  
Bits test for levels of intersubjectivity, but strong intersubjectivity is not required for a 
successful humorous encounter beyond the understanding that a bit is occuring; you don’t need 
to know the words to the song to hum along, only that a song is being sung and that you can infer 
the melody as you go, more or less. I argue that the informal group maintenance work of bits and 
successful riffing is where true group membership is tested and affirmed. Proficiency in the 
formal areas is necessary but not sufficient; it is the successful ability to engage in bits, to riff 
playfully, that is the necessary condition of belonging in the UCB comedy community.  
There is a sinister side to this. Just as with the above example of the misunderstanding 
surrounding Benjamin Franklin and FDR resulting in a successful playful moment despite a 
failure of shared situational expertise, the larger laugh was then produced when shared 
situational expertise was rectified. Though the moment ended as a happy one, it’s easy to see 
how a similar failure of shared situational expertise could instead result in silence from the 
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audience. If this happened in a class instead, it would be possible that the teacher might critique 
the improviser who “did not get” what the other player was going for.  
In this case, a sort of “knowledge policing” occurs. Specifics are good, UCB improv 
students are taught. However, getting too esoteric with these specifics is bad. Where is the line 
between a nice specific detail or information that is too esoteric? It is subjective, of course, and 
audience dependent. During performances, the proof is in the pudding of the laughter. If the 
audience laughed at Yanouye’s “New Deal” joke, then it was a good detail. If they were as 
baffled as Tavak was, then it was too specific. In the classroom, while the laughter of the other 
classmates can somewhat serve as a stand in for the audience, often it is up to the teacher to do 
the knowledge policing of what was an appropriate attempt at something that could reasonably 
be assumed to be situational expertise, and what is deemed as not “mainstream” enough to 
qualify. This is a pernicious way for the dominant culture of the UCB institution to perpetuate 
itself. When most of the teachers are straight white comedy fans who cherish 90s nostalgia for a 
certain type of nerdy pop culture, then a highly specific Matrix reference might be applauded as 
a great detail, whereas a reference to the work of Chinese science-fiction writer Liu Cixin might 
be critiqued for being too esoteric.  
Students are encouraged to know a great deal about pop culture, history, current events 
and general knowledge in order to use it all as fodder in their scenes. This is an accidental area 
for unintentional institutional bias to come forward. In a blog post from 2010, UCB academic 
supervisor Will Hiners wrote the following entry, which he titled “Know Everything”:  
When someone on your team is making a reference to someone or something you  
have never heard of – a movie, or tv show, some science-fiction b.s. that does not  
interest you or some reality show you’ve been avoiding because you still love  
yourself – what do you do? The audience reacted to what was said, so you know it  
means SOMETHING but you know you don’t know what it is. 
The textbook answer is that if you react honestly and yes-and, then the scene will  
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be fine. It’s okay that you don’t know what the reference is. And that is true. 
 
But I have an alternate back-up plan for people who are really investing  
themselves in improv: you should just KNOW EVERYTHING. I say you have a  
responsibility to be a smart, informed person if you want to be a good improviser.  
Okay, not EVERYTHING everything. But I’ve never known a good improviser  
who wasn’t extremely smart and didn’t know a LOT. 
 
Good improvisers read books, watch movies, know what’s happening in the news and 
know what the hit shows are. They are media-absorbers and remember everything. They 
talk to people and know what the general opinion is of the issues of the day. They know 
the Bible and the tenants of most major religions, they know classic television from past 
generations, books that your English teacher told you to read, they have a decent-to-great 
knowledge of history. They get lost in wikipedia, they like skimming through weird 
magazines. They know dozens of genres of fiction, movies, plays. They have a “Mad 
Magazine parody” level of knowledge of plots of all classic movies. They get out in the 
world and do weird things and talk to interesting people and remember it all. They have 
conversations with their weird relatives and they humor the annoying person in the bar 
and they learn and remember and learn and remember. 
 
And then despite that, these improvisers will still run across scenes in which  
something is being discussed that they don’t know. But rather than throwing up  
their arms and exclaiming with fear “But I didn’t know! I had NO IDEA what that  
person was talking about!” they will react honestly and yes-and and make the  
scene work. 
 
And then go home and look up what it was they didn’t know and never forget it for the 
rest of their lives.9 
 
Hiners is right in the practical nature of this advice. Much of the comedy done at UCB 
and elsewhere ends up making references that if one doesn't know, then you won’t be able to 
make sense of the scene as funny, and you certainly won’t be able to contribute to the scene as 
much as you could have otherwise. The unstated bias of this advice and other such “practical 
tips” is that they often favor those already favored in the system, masking bias as something that 
could be overcome with enough hard work. In this case of an improviser expanding his or her 
knowledge base, there is an agreed upon canon of what denote classic movies, which historical 
                                                
9 “Know Everything”, Improv Nonsense, April 16th 2010, 
http://improvnonsense.tumblr.com/post/525892185/know-everything 
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events are fair game for referencing, which current events are worthy of lampooning in a scene, 
and in particular what the “the general opinion is of the issues of the day” is. Hiners doesn’t 
actually mean know everything, but he does mean know as much as possible about a finite 
province of knowledge deemed reference-worthy by the current baseline culture of the UCB 
community. Hiners is sensitive to inclusion as a teacher, but the practical nature of his advice 
reveals a structural preference for those who already share situational expertise with those in 
power. Students who know the same movie references as the teachers judging them will do better 
in class, and so will most likely do a bit better when auditions come around, and so will most 
likely do better on stage in front of an audience populated with students going through a similar 
filtering process. The straight white male comedy nerd set of references is the baseline that one 
must familiarize oneself with to pass as an improv comedian.  
This requirement is intensified by the particular UCB comedy strategy of “game.” 
The particular strategy of improv comedy taught as UCB is around the idea of “game,” or “the 
game of the scene.” This is what differentiates UCB style improv from other schools. This is 
another way for describing the “heightening and exploring of the single unusual thing” discussed 
previously. UCB defines game as the single unusual deviation from reality in the scene which 
heightens in a humorous way. What this requires, then, is agreement on what constitutes a 
deviation from reality. This then benefits those whose shared situational expertise most closely 
overlaps with the dominant situational expertise of the theatre. It is sadly not surprising that the 
dominant situational expertise of the UCB Theatre is: male, white, heterosexual, affluent. UCB is 
not alone in this being the dominant situational expertise invoked. Many television shows, 
movies, and other products in mainstream entertainment and culture are created by and 
(intentionally or not) for individuals for whom this is their primary situational expertise. There is 
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tremendous overlap between various identities and the situational expertises invoked, but 
ultimately, the lived experiences of different races, genders, and socioeconomic statuses will 
produce different understandings of what constitutes a baseline reality which performers are 
starting from to then comedically deviate beyond.  
The bit I was able to do with Neil in the hallway at UCB all those years ago was certainly 
available to me as a straight white male. Since that is the dominant frame of the UCB 
community, straight white men are able to move about as unmarked, effectively starting both 
casual bits and official shows unshackled, more freely able to adopt the funny role when called 
upon, and not unintentionally sidelined when the dominant shared situational expertise 
(orgasming equals the presence of semen, to use an example from the last chapter) is that of a 
group which you do not present as belonging to to the audience (or even your teammates). 
Other fields have shown the power of play in reinforcing group ties and social belonging. 
In the interdisciplinary journal PLOS ONE, a recent study concluded that differences in adult 
play distribution between primate groups (the study focused on chimpanzees and the gorillas) 
was directly linked to differences in the levels of affinitive interaction and agonistic support. The 
researchers concluded that “[p]lay behaviour reinforces social affiliation in several primate 
species, including humans” (Cordoni 2018). It follows that students of comedy aspiring to 
belong at UCB who were better able to play, i.e. do bits, with those already exhibiting group 
membership would be the most likely to both feel a sense of belonging earlier and eventually win 
the more overt markers of group membership (good grades from teachers, praise from peers, 
placement on a team during the audition process). Those who already share higher degrees of 
situational expertise with that of the baseline culture are privileged from the start.  
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However, as shown, it is possible to do bits that result in successful playful comedic 
encounters without complete shared situational expertise. The sheer social will to share a 
successful comedic moment can override even a lack of shared intersubjectivity. Also true, just 
because someone doesn’t belong to the identity group which dominates (i.e., one is not an 
affluent straight white male) it is possible for one to be fluent in the situational expertise 
knowledge necessary to “speak the language” of the dominant cultural frame. Yet despite even 
when this knowledge is obtained, the perceptions of others (the audience or other players) will 
always see the physical bodies of the performers, and those unmarked in the context will have an 
advantage, which is a compelling social force in the recreation of the inequality that the UCB 
Theatre has seen in its over two decades of existence. It is not an insurmountable situation to 
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CHAPTER 3 
Straight Men and Unusual Characters 
Gendered Expressional Opportunities in Improv Comedy Performance 
 
This chapter uses methods borrowed from select micro-interactionist work in order to 
examine the specific interactions of how adults at play invoke, refute, and use the social category 
of gender in attempts at comedic performance.  
Inspired by the work of Gregory Bateson, Jack Katz and others as a starting point, I then 
adjust my methods based on the subject matter of improv comedy scenes and the questions I’m 
interested in answering. I take play seriously as an important frame of social life where culture is 
actively maintained, created, and put on display, and focus on important, pivotal moments in 
what makes a playful encounter read as such, both for those engaged in the encounter and those 
observing. I use performances of improvisational comedy shows at the Upright Citizens Brigade 
Theatre in New York City, one of the world’s premier improv comedy theatres, to observe adults 
actively engaging in play with each other. The play done at the UCB at times has features in 
common with school children playing tetherball at recess, but also is akin to the play of top 
college athletes whose play is trained and conditioned, coached and disciplined, in preparation 
for making the play into a professional career.  
Additionally, I synthesize certain elements of a micro-interactionist account with the 
interpretive work of Clifford Geertz. In particular, I look at which categories are invoked in 
creating spontaneous scenes of human interaction, and in so doing, to what extent are they able 
to work through the “straitjackets” of social conventions. I seek to look at improvised scenes 
dealing with social categories directly or indirectly, and examine how the comedic ideas at work 
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make sense as comedic ideas. What do these comedic moments reveal about the mutual 
understandings of the categories involved, or the “shared situational expertise”? When are social 
categories reinforced and when are they destabilized?  
Bringing in Goffman’s role theory to the insights of Geertz’s interpretive framework, I 
argue that though the players attempt to invoke the known rigidities of certain social categories, 
there is room for them to improvise within the constraints. So even when choosing to invoke 
social categories, the players have agency as to which particular rigidities and stereotypes of 
those categories they’re going to invoke. In daily life, we work within the constraints of the 
social categories we find ourselves in, but with the play of improvised comedy we can see 
individuals bumping up against the constraints of the roles they choose to occupy in an active 
way. To phrase it in the Durkheimian sense, an improv performance is a sort of corroboree where 
we see the social effervescence of the dreamtime reality of the festival spilling over, showing 
truths of the “normal” reality from wherein it has the potential to burst free.  
In practical terms, in this chapter I conduct a version of a micro-interactional approach to 
analyzing moments of humor dealing with social categories via video recordings. Combining my 
analysis with the literature on play and intersectionality, I will seek to answer the question: how 
and when does play either reinforce or destabilize the situational expertise of social category of 
gender?  
 
Improv in Practice, Practicing Improv 
  
Two adults stand on stage in a dank basement comedy theatre underneath a supermarket 
as approximately 150 other adults watch them in rapt silence. The two are conversing with each 
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other in affected silly voices while miming the use of objects that aren’t really there, not 
following any rehearsed dialogue but rather coming up with what words to say next on the fly, 
while six teammates stand a few feet behind them, waiting to jump in. The conversation is an 
improv comedy performance that is punctuated with raucous laughing and clapping from the 
enthusiastically supportive crowd.  
This is not just any improv show at the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre in New York 
City: this is CageMatch. More than any other show at the theatre, such as Harold Night or 
Asssscat discussed in previous chapters, the spirit of this show feels like it has the most in 
common with the fantasy play of children on a playground, the ludic laughter of the performers 
mixing most freely with the comic laughter of the audience. In other words, the improvisers are 
having fun. So is the audience. Some of the tension and worries about “good improv” that exist 
on other nights are not here. Tonight’s performance is all about full throttle funny. Although, 
rather than children at play at recess, given the typical subject matter, perhaps the scene is more 
like one’s subconscious dream mind projected into physical manifestations. Actual examples of 
scenes I observe in a single evening’s performances: 
● A martian and an old fashioned Southern gentleman discuss the relative merits of 
different video game consoles across the ages.  
● A train conductor speaking with the mannerisms of a surfer dude attempts to get a 
crowd of people to board a train without telling them where it is going but only 
with the promise of a “super sweet snack car.” 
● The superhero character Batman talks to his sidekick Robin in an emotional 
conversation using the terminology of a cliche romantic break up from a rom-
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com. “It’s not you. It’s me. Also, the Joker made fun of me for letting you hang 
around so much, and it kinda got in my head. Sorry.” 
● An anthropomorphic penguin offers a team of scientists doing research in the 
arctic fellatio in exchange for some of their food rations. 
● An elementary school student addicted to candy goes through the motions of a 
drug addict’s withdrawals when he realizes he doesn’t have enough money to get 
a candy bar from the vending machine. 
After this particular one hour show (composed of the two half hour performances back to 
back of the two teams in competition), many of the performers and audience will go to a 
neighborhood bar a few blocks down the street in the Chelsea neighborhood of New York called 
the Peter McManus Cafe, an Irish dive bar, to discuss the show. The show itself starts at 11pm 
and the drinking and re-telling of the scenes that just transpired can go late early into the next 
morning. On one occasion I stay out with the improvisers until sunrise. Even after hours and 
hours and several pitchers of cheap beer, the conversation never strays far from improv. Many of 
those in attendance have day jobs early the following morning. I myself have a class I’m TAing 
up at Columbia at 10 a.m. But it’s all worth it (mostly), because this is CageMatch. 
 What exactly is CageMatch? Whereas the last chapter focused on the UCB’s Harold 
Night (in which house teams attempt to do “good improv” and are noted accordingly by their 
coach, teachers, and the artistic director of the theatre, and are at risk of being cut from the house 
team system if they fail to perform consistently) this chapter focuses on the UCB’s CageMatch. 
At CageMatch, both house teams and indie teams (that is, improvisers who have studied at the 
UCB Theatre but formed a team on their own without the official sanction of the artistic director 
and without any other regular performance slot at the theatre) compete against each other in 
  128 
order to have the audience vote for which team was funnier. The competition is structured in a 
Battle of the Bands type format where the winning team returns the following week to defend 
their title. At CageMatch, house teams are routinely defeated by indie teams of relatively newer 
students, seemingly toppling the meritocratic authority of the UCB system that presumably 
places the best and therefore funniest improv comedians onto official house teams. CageMatch 
serves as a sort of check or safety valve on the relatively strict comedy dogma that the UCB 
training center provides. You can study improv and practice it all you want, but some people and 
some teams just seem to be able to bring that magical X-factor of funniness, “good” improv 
etiquette be damned. 
This brings us back to a question posed in this introduction of this paper: what is funny? 
And for our purposes here, what is funny about gender and when is gender funny? To see this 
funny more closely, I pinpoint the moment where a laugh occurs in a scene and look at the 
immediate context of the dialogue and actions responsible. To analyze these moments where 
something funny seems to have transpired based on the presence of audience laughter, I draw 
from the methodological style of Jack Katz. Below, I provide transcripts of representative 
examples of the words, inflections, pauses, and actions of the performers as well as the reactions 
of the audience to show which moments produced laughter, and therefore which moments were 
deemed funny by a crowd of 150 to 200 people on a given night in New York City between 2014 
to 2015. The use of video allows me to watch scenes moment by moment, thereby analyzing the 
exact words said, gestures used, and moments when performers and audience members alike 
either engaged in or did not engage in the attempts at humorous play on stage. I supplement these 
close readings of improv scenes with broader ethnographic qualitative work based on my time 
spent at the UCB Theatre and my insider knowledge gathered after spending over a decade at the 
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theatre variously as a audience member / student / teacher / performer / artistic director / 
ethnographer.  Before we get to the close readings, though, a few words on the existing 
theoretical work done on the type of gender framing I seek to focus on.  
  
Gender is a Primary Framing Category in Social Interactions 
  
The sociological concept of framing is a useful lens to understand the social processes 
that are being done during improv comedy performances. Framing is a concept for the way in 
which individuals, through their participation in a language community, necessarily first perceive 
other individuals, groups, and reality itself in order to make sense of and navigate society and 
social interactions. Certain mental representations of primary categories that a language 
community deems important (such as sex and race in contemporary American society) are the 
ways in which we simplify reality in order to more efficiently exist as social actors. In this way, 
framing is a learned schema of categorical interpretations (or to put in bluntly, a collection of 
stereotypes) that individuals unconsciously depend on in order to understand events and interact 
with others in society. Framing itself isn’t inherently positive or negative, but a useful technique 
in order to reduce ambiguity in the messy complexity of social life. However, in context, framing 
tends to perpetuate inequalities by perpetuating deleterious stereotypes about marginalized 
groups.  
I draw on the work on framing done by Cecilia Ridgeway in her Framed by Gender: How 
Gender Inequality Persists in the Modern World (2011). Ridgeway writes, “Gender processes at 
the interpersonal level draw on widely shared gender status beliefs that are macro-level cultural 
phenomena but that in turn are learned by individuals at the micro-level and used to frame their 
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social expectations” (18). I present improv comedy scenes as examples of these interpersonal 
understandings of gender status beliefs made manifest, where performers draw on their shared 
situational expertise gleaned from the macro-level in order to produce funny moments with ore 
related to gender on the micro-level of an improv comedy scene. To do this, performers will, in 
order to be understood as intelligible by their scene partners and by the audience, invoke what 
they understand to be known elements of gender categories. The micro-level interpersonal 
interaction (the scene between the two performers on stage) is designed to be interpretable along 
the assumed macro-level cultural understandings (what the performers assume the audience will 
understand to be gender stereotypes). The individual performer’s stated beliefs relating to gender 
stereotypes are in some ways immaterial to their performance, and take a backseat to the 
performer’s ability to communicate within the existing frame of gender. This is why, for 
example, a male comedian who on social media might describe himself as a feminist, for 
example, could conceivably tell a sexist joke for a laugh on stage because he knew that the 
audience he was performing for would understand the gender stereotype invoked.  
 The prevalence of sexist jokes in stand-up and improv comedy can at least in part be 
explained by the sex segregation of the male dominated comedy field at large.  A common 
phenomenon observed and discussed in the sociology of gender studies is the sex segregation of 
occupations and jobs. Despite changes in some fields, it remains that in the contemporary United 
States many occupations are highly gender segregated, so much so that most people work in 
occupations or jobs that are mostly filled by members of their same sex category (Charles and 
Grusky 2004). To eliminate existing sex segregation of jobs, more than 40% of all women in the 
workforce would have to change their occupation. Importantly, this isn’t a relic of a “more 
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traditional past,” since even as new jobs are created in emerging fields created by the tech sector 
or other developments, they also tend to become sex segregated (Reskin and Roos 1990).  
How does this sex categorization of the workforce persist, especially in light of 
legislation that makes explicit gendered hiring illegal in most cases and a growing social 
consensus that children should be raised to believe that any occupation is open to them? As 
Ridgeway argues, it results from gender remaining a primary framing category in the 
contemporary United States (along with age and race) by which we instantly and unconsciously 
categorize others to set the course of our strategy for interaction with them. Just as we “code 
switch” depending on if we are talking with our boss at work or our family at home, so too do we 
follow a mental flowchart to determine the rules of our interaction based on the primary framing 
category of sex that we place the person we are interacting with inside, whether we mean to do 
so consciously or not.  This in turn leads to an “emergent structure” of sex segregation that 
comes about in job matching mechanisms, by which applicants seek and employers place men 
and women into different positions in an employment organization and/or accept or deny men or 
women in their capacity as gatekeepers based on cultural expectations of characteristics 
associated with genders roles and job roles (99). 
  On the micro-level, we see this primary framing occurring all the time. In digital 
correspondence, when chatting with someone it can be unsettling to not know your 
correspondent partner’s gender and this is often one of the first questions asked (or answer’s 
assumed) in chat rooms, message board communities, or online games. Ridgeway provides the 
example of the Saturday Night Live sketch character from the mid-90s “Pat,” whose conceit was 
the chaos caused in everyday interactions by a gender-unclear androgynous character named Pat. 
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To see this social process in action, below I present several specific instances of improv 
comedy scenes in which the frame of gender is directly or indirectly invoked. In some cases, the 
intention of the performers is to trouble a gender stereotype; in other cases, whether intentionally 
or not, a gender stereotype is reaffirmed. In all cases, known gender stereotypes (i.e. the 
language community’s shared categorical framing of gender) is necessarily invoked in order to 
present a scene which is intelligible. The shared situational expertise of society’s gender 
categories is the baseline from which jokes (or incongruous juxtapositions or “the one unusual 
thing heightened and explored” to use UCB parlance) are built upon.  
To begin, I start with a representative example that proves that the individual performer’s 
stated beliefs relating to gender stereotypes in comedy is irrelevant. First, I provide a bit of 
ethnographic background about the performer involved, and then I show the transcript of the 
representative example.  
 
Girls Aren’t Funny: Gender Stereotypes Presented on Stage 
 
“Girls aren’t funny! Boys are funny!” This statement is troubling enough out of context, 
but it was even more troubling for Michael Santos to hear from his young son seemingly out of 
the blue. Michael is a veteran UCB improviser known in the community for his intelligent social 
media posts relating to liberal social justice causes. Michael is in charge of a diversity initiative 
at UCB known as the Ally Program, which he created and designed to bring more gender and 
race equality to the UCB stage. So when his 4 year old son said that girls weren’t funny, Michael 
was crestfallen. 
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“We couldn’t believe it when he said it,” Michael tells me, shaking his head backstage at 
UCB as we chat before a UCB CageMatch where Michael’s team “What I Did For Love” is 
about to perform (for the seventh week in a row on a winning streak — in other words, Michael 
and his team are funny).  
“I mean, Carrie [Michael’s wife] and I were shocked. We don’t know where he got it. We 
never say that at home and we know his teachers don’t say that.” Their son attends a progressive 
Montessori school. Michael tells me how their apartment is strewn with books like Blueprints 
For Building Better Girls and gender neutral toys. As a parent, Michael actively does his best not 
to pass on gender stereotypes. Yet even in his household, this gender categorical stereotype — 
that funniness is not something ascribed to what it means to be a woman, and that funniness is a 
part of the component characteristics of what it means to be a man — emerged from his son. 
Michael went on to explain that the utterance occurred after Michael laughed at a joke Carrie 
made, then turned to his son and said, “Isn’t mommy funny?” to which his son replied, “No. 
Girls aren’t funny! Boys are funny!”  
“I mean, it could have just been him being contrarian,” Michael says with one last 
exasperated sigh. “But it seemed like there was more to it than that, you know?” 
Even at this young age, despite his parents actively teaching the opposite, this young 
child had expressed the organizing principle reflected by the emergent structure of the sex 
segregation of the comedy field: “girls aren’t funny; boys are funny.” Michael himself is Filipino 
and is vocal about feeling discouraged at the lack of diversity at UCB, and in particular the lack 
of Asian performers. “Diverse” at UCB is defined by the Ally Program as anyone who is not a 
straight white man in their twenties. Statements like “Girls aren’t funny” send Michael into essay 
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length tirades on his Facebook page, tearing apart celebrities like Jerry Seinfeld when they shrug 
their shoulders at the importance of categories like gender or race in the comedy.  
  However, why this anecdote stuck out to me, and why I present it here now, was the 
interesting juxtaposition that occurred between Michael’s dismay at hearing his son utter a 
gender stereotype and Michael’s own performance of the gender category moments later on the 
UCB stage when I observed the following scene involving Michael and his female teammate 
Langan.  
Michael and Langan were playing elderly citizens at a casino. The joke of the scene 
appeared to be that two seemingly sweet old folks were doing and saying crass things while they 
sat at a roulette table. Several exchanges into the the scene, neither Michael nor Langan had 
identified that they were a married couple or define the exact nature of their relationship other 
than that they appeared to be close friends of some sort. In a support move, another improviser 
on their team, Zhubin, entered the scene and labeled Langan as “grandma” and Michael as 
“grandpa” by saying, “Grandma! Grandpa! I thought you were supposed to be at your bridge 
club!” The move was attempting to point out the unusual behavior to highlight what was funny 
about the game, a textbook support move according to the UCB curriculum. However, from my 
perspective looking for moments of gender stereotypes being invoked, it also had the perhaps 
unintended consequence of making gender and heteronormative marriage roles a salient factor in 
the scene, when they weren’t before. Whereas the jokes before this support move might have 
been based on just an old person doing something you wouldn’t expect an old person to do, now 
the jokes had an unavoidably gendered slant: how would it be funny for an old man and an old 
woman to act at a casino? Aided by the use of video and following a conversational coding 
convention adapted from Katz, the scene played out as follows:  
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Langan, in an old person voice: “Ooh, baby, we may be old, but that doesn’t mean we 
can’t take this casino for all it’s worth.” [after laughter] “Ooh, roulette!” 
⇡ 
                                                         [laugh] 
 [Michael and Langan sit down at two chairs and mime taking sips from drinks  
that they mime placing on a imagined table in front of them] 
 Michael: “If I don’t, I might need to sell some Werther’s Originals I’ve been  
hoarding, because I owe some bad people a lot of money.” 
                  ⇡          ⇡ 
                    [small laugh]                  [big laugh] 
 Langan: “And if I don’t win, I might have to start a fight with some unlucky  
motherfucker, because it’s a Sunday afternoon and I need to get my jollies  
somehow.” 
                   ⇡ 
                            [laugh] 
Michael: “You are one feisty asshole and that is why I love you.” 
         ⇡ 
                                    [laugh] 
[Now, 44 seconds into the scene, their teammate Zhubin walks from back wall; Langan 
and Michael turn to him and await his line] 
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Zhubin, in cartoony child’s voice: “Grandma! Grandpa! I thought you were supposed to 
be at your bridge club?!” 
                                       ⇡ 
                                    [small laugh] 
 Langan: “You know that’s just a cover we tell your parents so they stop  
riding our asses about blowing their inheritances at the blackjack table.” 
⇡ 
                                                                           [laugh] 
Zhubin: “I dunno, Grandma. I’m not supposed to tell lies.” 
    ⇡ 
                             [Langan is explicitly labeled as the grandma / female] 
Michael: “Jimmy, now, now, what did Grandma and Grandpa tell you about  
being such a little narc?” 
       ⇡ 
                                                 [small laugh] 
 Zhubin: “Um, not to?” 
Langan: “We told you we’d beat your ass, Jimmy.” 
           ⇡ 
                                                               [big laugh] 
 Michael: “Ethel! Come on, now, we said we’re going to make this casino our  
bitch. No need for you to be such a bitch to our grandson.”     
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It is the insertion of Langan being labeled as a “bitch” that I wish to focus on. When the 
scene started, Langan and Michael had conveyed through the improv convention of taking on a 
voice that would read as an “old person” and using the physicality of an “elderly” person, they 
were attempting to convey to the audience that they were old people at a casino; they did not on 
their own, however, label themselves or each other as either male or female. In the UCB 
curriculum it is taught that anyone can play a person of any gender and it shouldn’t be assumed 
that a male improviser is playing a male character just because of his gender category. Yet in 
practice, as we see as a representative example in the above scene, the default tends to be to label 
a character’s gender as being in line with the improviser’s perceived sex category. In this case, 
Zhubin labels Langan as “grandma.” This label then solidifies her character as female. This 
colors how her scene partner, Michael, and the audience sees her character going forward. Note 
that before this labeling in the scene, her scene partner Michael had insulted Langan’s character 
with the more gender neutral “asshole.” Following the labeling, his character again insulted her 
character, but this time using the gendered language of “bitch,” a loaded term.  
Image 6. Michael and Langan perform at UCB’s CageMatch. Source: author’s photo. 
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It’s difficult for improvisers to escape how they are perceived in the dominant frames our 
culture places importance on (gender / sexual orientation / race / age), both by the audience as 
well as by their fellow teammates. When their perceived gender, for example, is explicitly 
labeled as such by a teammate (or as a self-labeling move, which also happens) then it becomes 
not only difficult but actually impossible for them to escape it under the rules of improv. This 
body labeling (and the ever present possibility that a scene partner could label one’s body at any 
moment) inherently influences the choices made by improvisers in the characters they play, the 
content of the scenes they tackle, and the lines they say. Moreover, it is the “straight white male” 
that serves as the unmarked category in the space of the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre stage 
most of the time, making it easier for players who inhabit that body to take on different roles 
with less of a threat of being “reduced” back to their perceived body. 
There are exceptions when this isn’t the case. There are shows that manage to carve out 
for themselves audiences and performers that defy the baseline category being that of the 
“straight white male.” One such show currently running at the UCBT is the Female Gaze which 
enlists a cast of all female comedians and draws a predominantly female crowd. When 
performers at this show make moves in their scenes, they do so knowing that their scene partner 
and their audience are primarily female and are in a state of mind to actively not reduce each 
other to being merely their presented bodies, or relegating each other to the typical roles women 
improvisers sometimes are forced to occupy in shows. However, at this show, the content of the 
scenes often takes on an ironic quality, where the improvisers do relegate each other to sexist 
stereotypes, in an attempt to mock or satirize their typical experience doing improv in a male 
dominated cast. This is liberating, but one could argue that even here the dominant category their 
show is responding against is that of the straight white male, and therefore invoking in negative 
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is once again the invoking the dominant unmarked category, and perhaps even reinforcing it as 
they endeavor to destabilize it, the straight jacket of the status quo tightening as they wriggle 
against its bounds. By comparison, there are of course no intentionally orchestrated all straight 
white male show casts advertised as such with mostly male audiences (the equivalent of a 
“Men’s Rights” movement has not yet taken hold in the improv scene). There doesn’t have to be 
effort put into making such a show because this happens on its own given the social inertia of the 
organization. That is, there often are by chance all male casted shows, whereas by chance it 
would not be likely for an all female show to just happen. It takes effort. It is an intervention. It 
is work, extra work that straight white men do not need to undertake in order to enjoy the 
momentum of their privileged position in the UCB organization. 
This extra work, presumably, takes a toll. In a space and community where the unmarked 
category is that of the straight white male, those who find themselves not presenting as belonging 
to this category must often do the work to “unmark” themselves before they are able to proceed 
with attempts at comedic play. Once this unmarking is done, they are more able to navigate the 
scene and comedic content therein unencumbered, without having to make the scene about 
something other than their markedness (their femaleness, their gayness, their blackness, etc). 
However, even after they have unmarked themselves, they are always at risk of again being re-
labled, undoing the work they’ve done, adding extra effort to the various comedic strategies they 
might otherwise employ. 
There are exceptions and performers do sometimes play against their gender without 
confusion or seemingly with much energy expenditure, although attempts at doing so can be 
done with varying degrees of nuance and often not in the defiance of breaking gender norms and 
stereotypes but rather in perpetuating them for what some might call a “cheap laugh.” Take, for 
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example, a moment I witnessed during my fieldwork observing classes. I was sitting in on a 
Level 101 class at the UCB training center. The teacher was having the class run short “warm-
up” scenes at the start of class. During these scenes, a male student labeled another male as a 
“beautiful, petite princess.” The student labeled as such was objectively the largest and by my 
eye subjectively the most masculine presenting student in the class. Immediately, a smirk and a 
giggle came from the student who made this move. There was also an accompanying spattering 
of laughter from the class, by perhaps just under half of the other 14 students watching on. In 
attempting to do good improv, the student “Yes Anded” his classmate and began speaking in a 
high, falsetto voice about how excited he was for the upcoming ball, saying “I hope I’ll find my 
Prince Charming there!” as he batted his eyelashes, which in turn got another spattering of 
laughter. It was my impression that seeing the masculine student attempt to fulfill the feminine 
label applied to him was the extent of the comedic idea. To put it another way, the idea for the 
joke of the scene was funny that someone who presented as a man was acting as feminine 
woman.  
By contrast, in the graduation show of a different class, a Level 401, I observed a female 
improviser play a male old fashion southern lawyer. The student was a skilled actor and the 
gruff, deep voice she put on was in itself entertaining and amusing to hear, but this was not the 
sole comedic idea of the scene. Rather, as the lawyer, the student was miming chewing on a 
cigar, and as the scene went on, the student became increasingly distracted with the cigar she was 
chewing on during the trial. Each time the student stopped to chew on the imaginary cigar for 
longer and longer moments during more and more inopportune times during the closing 
statement, the mock frustration of her teammates in the scene playing the other supporting roles 
in the courtroom grew. And each cigar moment, coupled with reactions from her teammates, 
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resulted in an increasingly large laugh from the audience each time. In this scene, the funny of 
the scene wasn’t merely that an improviser was playing against their perceived gender, but 
something else entirely. It was simply a byproduct of the spontaneous nature of improv that an 
improviser whose perceived gender happened to be female was playing a character (the stock 
character of the good ol’ boy southern lawyer type from TV shows and movies) who happened to 
be male. 
A reason that playing against one’s own gender can get complicated in improv is because 
a part of the golden rule of improv, Yes And, is that whatever your scene partner says is true. 
And more often than not, improvisers will assign an improviser’s perceived gender as the gender 
of the character he or she is playing. To be a good improviser, this performer must then honor 
“the offer” made by your teammate. The yes part of Yes And means that what you have said to 
me is true. So, if an improviser says to her scene partner, “Grandma, are those new sneakers?” 
then the improviser to whom this line was spoken now knows that he/she is playing a grandma 
(she) in the scene. An example of a “block” or a “denial” (improv terms for when someone 
doesn’t “Yes” what their scene partner says) could be if the response was instead by saying, “I’m 
not your grandma! You must be confused!” Improvisers will occasionally break this rule for 
comedic effect, of course. Like in any craft, the more experienced improvisers are more 
experienced at knowing when to break the rules with intention and when to follow them. 
However, a block or denial like this is generally considered poor form and is strongly noted 
against in the UCB classes, especially in the earlier levels. 
  The importance of gender labeling in improv scenes is especially important at UCB due 
to the style of improv taught there: UCB is “game” based improv. The game strategy is a strategy 
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they learned in Chicago from the improvOlympic (or iO). Telling a student to focus on the game 
of the scene is is shorthand for telling them to focus on doing one unusual thing that deviates 
from a base reality that they can then heighten and explore. Teachers at the  UCB training center 
emphasize to students to focus on the game of the scene (i.e. what is funny about the scene) 
rather than the plot of the scene. Never follow plot, follow game, UCB students are told over and 
over. So if a scene is about a grandma at a casino doing and saying inappropriate things for an 
old person, we just want to see her continue to do inappropriate things for an old person; we 
don’t care about her winning a jackpot and then buying a new wing at the old folks home or 
calling an estranged son to make peace as a reveal as to why she was at the old folks home in the 
first place. All that matters is repeating the funny behavior in surprising ways. Another way that 
UCB defines the game (funny part) of the scene is as an unusual pattern of behavior that deviates 
from the normal in a justifiable and repeatable way. In UCB style improv, there should be only a 
single unusual thing. So if old folks are acting like Swingers style young folks at a casino, that is 
the game of the scene and we shouldn’t have more unusual things on top of that: we don’t want 
the blackjack dealer to also be a leprechaun or aliens to visit during this scene. 
  Why game based improv matters for gender framing is the focus on a “single unusual 
thing.” Unusual is subjective and relative. What is unusual will vary based on individual 
experience as well as cultural background. If you had grandparents who went to casinos 
frequently and used profane language, the scene described above might not strike you as unusual. 
So when looking for what is “unusual” to make the funny focus of a scene, cultural backgrounds, 
cultural knowledge, and cultural stereotypes are invoked. As noted in stereotypes literature, even 
when individuals often don’t consider themselves as believing gender or race stereotypes, they 
are often extremely proficient at being able to recite what the relevant stereotypes are for various 
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groups across a variety of sex / race / age / religious dimensions in their society, and additionally 
express that while they themselves do not believe these stereotypes to be true it is the case that 
other people in society do believe these stereotypes.  
Hence, in attempting to play what is “expected” of a character in order to more starkly 
offset what is the “unusual” behavior of a character, when an improviser is doing a scene in 
which he or she is looking for a single unusual thing, and a character’s gender has been labeled 
and thus become salient in the scene, it is likely that in attempting to isolate the unusual thing, 
assumed cultural stereotypes will be invoked.  
An example from a level 201 class I observed in my fieldwork: the improvisers in the 
scene were apparently attempting to develop a game where in a mom character (played by a 
female improviser) was overcompensating for being a single mother by forcing her son (also 
played by a female improviser) into doing a series of stereotypical dad things with her: playing 
catch, teaching him how to tie a tie, teaching him how to shave, etc. To the degree that the scene 
was funny and thus a success, there are various interpretations available according to UCB’s own 
game hermeneutic: was the scene funny because a mom was doing dad things, thus things 
unusual for a mom to do? Or was it funny because the scene itself was mocking these gender 
roles and stereotypes as being arbitrary and a desire to adhere to these roles is what is laughable? 
Perhaps an observer from a single parent household, on the other hand, could enjoy the scene 
from a laugh of relatability, and for them the perceived target of the comedic bite of the scene 
was the at times absurd lengths a single parent will go to in order to do what they think is right 
for their child? Of course, as a work of art, it is open to interpretation, and audience members 
laughing at the same time might be laughing for different reasons, and conceivably could be 
laughing for different reasons than the performers intend. 
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  The terminology used at UCB to teach game invokes the gendered language of “straight 
man” / “unusual character.” This is both incidental to the focus of this chapter and also extremely 
significant.  In UCB improv classes, and also in professional comedy writers rooms in general, 
the term “straight man” refers to the normal character whose role in the scene is to provide a 
grounded reality to point out the unusual behavior of the funny character. Consider the classic 
Saturday Night Live sketch of “Dave Foley: Motivational Speaker” in which Chris Farley belts 
out his catch phrase, “Living in a van down by the river!”10 In the sketch written by Bob 
Odenkirk, Chris Farley plays an over the top motivational speaker while David Spade and 
Christina Applegate play “normal” teenagers who react realistically as teenagers would and 
speak to Farley’s character’s unusual behavior. In comedy speak, they are “straight-manning” the 
unusual character. 
 It is often a high-wire negotiating act between improvisers to spontaneously figure out 
who will be the straight-man and who will be the unusual character in a scene. In an effort to 
clarify these roles, sometimes an improviser not presenting as a straight white male will 
preemptively do the work to immediately label the gender they want their character to play in the 
scene. This move can immediately let their scene partner know that they want to be the unusual 
character in the scene. Though straight-manning is an important part of any improv scene, almost 
always it is the unusual characters in a scene who get the most laughs. The role of straight-
manning often falls to improvisers who are less bold or aggressive. Proactively and explicitly 
labeling the gender of the character one wants to play early in a scene can also avoid confusion 
                                                
10 My assumption that you will know this Saturday Night Live sketch and catchphrase reference is an 
example of the sorts of cultural assumptions that happen at UCB. I might conceivably initiate a scene 
talking about this sketch, and then if you hadn’t heard of it, my instinct might be to make this the unusual 
thing; I could then heighten and explore from there and shape the scene so that you were metaphorically 
living under a rock or literally waking up from a coma; whereas perhaps from your frame of reference, 
what is unusual would be to be obsessed with a late night sketch comedy show in the first place.  
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and help to ensure that one’s gender will not become what teammates or the audience will 
perceive as the unusual part of the scene. Sometimes, though, instead of a typical straight-man / 
unusual character scene, two improvisers will do a “peas in the pod” scene in which they both 
play unusual characters, and they do the work themselves to point out what is unusual about their 
characters without the need of a straight man to audibly or explicitly do so.  
For example, consider this scene I observed at CageMatch between Johnna and her 
teammate Cory following the suggestion of “fire truck”:  
 
 [Johnna takes a seat, slouches down, and spreads her legs wide; Cory sits next to  
her and matches her posture] 
Johnna, adopting a deeper voice: “Don’t you just love being a fireman and having a 
cock?” 
⇡ 
                   [laugh] 
 Cory: “Sure do. I love putting out fires for my job, and then I love going home  
and having a cock between my legs.” 
     ⇡ 
                              [laugh] 
 Johnna: “But you know what I love even more than that? Setting fires.” 
               ⇡ 
                                   [big laugh] 
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Cory: “Of course! Knowing that you’re the one who set the fire and that since  
you’re putting it out you’ll get away with it? It’s the best.” 
        ⇡ 
                                 [laugh] 
The scene then continued on in this fashion, with Cory and Johnna talking about how much they 
liked setting fires and then putting out the fires that they set. The scene built to them setting a fire 
in the firehouse, and then putting it out in the knick of time, after which they high fived, and then 
the scene was ended.  
Johnna’s proclamation at the beginning of the scene of loving having a cock might have 
seemed unusual at first, and a teammate who knew Johnna less well might have made that the 
unusual thing of the scene, or perhaps straight-manned her and said something along the lines of, 
“Geeze, Charlie, you sure do like talking about your cock a lot. Are you overcompensating for 
something?” However, my impression was that I believe Cory accurately noticed this line from 
Johnna as her merely wanting to be overly clear with the gender of the character she wished to 
play in the scene (a man) so that she could then get to the actual game she wanted to play (which 
we could call something like “arsonist fireman”). My interpretation is that such ham-fisted 
moves are often adopted by women at UCB in response to years of getting their character labeled 
as a woman when they did not intend to be playing a woman or it was immaterial to the scene 
but then “stole the focus of the scene.”  
 In an interview I conducted, veteran improviser Leslie Meyer said that she referred to this 
as the “Lady Judge Phenomenon.” Leslie relayed an incident on her first Harold Team, Rocket 
Rocket, in which she had an idea for a courtroom scene. She initiated the scene by banging a 
gavel and saying, “This courtroom will come to order.” She had idea for a game to play (she 
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doesn’t remember what now) but before she could even get out her second line, she was derailed 
when a teammate, playing a surly defendant, said something along the lines of, “I can’t believe 
some lady judge is going to send me to jail.” Leslie remembers that he really hit the word “lady” 
and that it got a big laugh from the crowd. Responding to the laughter from the audience as they 
were taught to do, her teammates then made the scene about the fact that a court had a female 
judge. A court with a woman judge became the unusual thing. Now, while strictly speaking it is 
unfortunately true in the United States that there are more male judges than female (about 70% to 
30% at the state and federal level according to a survey from the National Associate of Women 
Judges11), it is not true that it is notably uncommon or shocking for a woman to be a judge. 
Making this an unusual thing was not a given. Leslie’s teammates then issued a series of female 
stereotypes to admonish the defendant’s character for being sexist, but which actually themselves 
were sexist in nature, saying lines like, “We schedule her court appearances around her 
menstruation cycle, so how dare you suggest that she is PMSing right now.” Leslie explained 
how annoyed she was at the time that she was never able to get her idea out, and how her 
teammates ended up saying all of these terrible, sexist lines. “I know the joke was that they were 
making fun of all of those sexist ideas, but they were still saying them, you know? And at the 
expense of interrupting the idea I had. All because it was so unusual to Sean [a teammate] that I 
wanted to play a judge.” I’m sure Sean and the rest of Leslie’s teammates on Rocket Rocket at 
the time would have said that they were making fun of sexism with their character choices, but 
the experience that Leslie had in the moment was one of being sidelined because of her gender in 
order for her male teammates to steal the focus of the scene and make a series of sexist jokes.  
                                                
11 National Association of Women Judges, 2016 Report https://www.nawj.org/statistics/2016-us-state-
court-women-judges 
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 Compare Leslie’s experience of sexism under the guise of making fun of sexism to a 
student person-of-color who took offense at racism under the guise of making fun of racism in a 
level 201 class, relayed anonymously in a Tumblr blog post12 in January 2014. The post was 
widely discussed at the theatre while I was doing my research. In the post, a level 201 student 
attending a UCB class provided by UCB’s diversity initiative outlines an example of “ironic 
racism” that was defended as falling in line with UCB game doctrine observed during class: 
So I’m taking Improv 201 on Diversity Scholarship at UCB in New York and today in 
class, there was a scene where the “game” became a guy who doesn’t want anything 
Mexican because it will make him dirty and sick. (Yeah I know - trust - I know. Keep 
reading). We were doing a tag-in exercise so each person who joined the scene tried to 
give him something Mexican to react to. For example one student presented him with a 
Dora Explorer backpack, another with guacamole, and another with Cinco de Mayo 
margaritas. Each time he responded with reasoning about how it was dirty down there in 
Mexico and how anything Mexican would make him dirty and sick. 
 
Ok, still with me? Great. So I’m cringing the entire time as the scene is being  
played and trying to find another person of color in the class to make secret “do  
you believe this!?” eyes with. I’m the only black person and the other person of  
color is on stage so I just sat in shock as the moment unfolded. 
 
Me being me, I haaaaaaad to comment. After another scene went by I asked the 
instructor, “So what do you do when you end up in a scene where you are uncomfortable 
and don’t want to participate in shitting on Mexicans with stereotypes?” (I’m comfortable 
navigating token life but this is some next level shit. This wasn’t covered in token 101.) 
 
Ok, maybe I could have been less blunt with my question but the answer just further 
perplexed me. I was told the scene was actually making fun of racist white men so it was 
ok and it would be different if there was someone playing a Mexican because that could 
be racist. (I know I know. Keep reading). My follow-up question was “But in order to 
play a racist white man in this scene we have to actually list every negative Mexican 
stereotype we can think of - isn’t that a problem?” The class proceeds to explode with 
reasons the scene is not racist. The best one I can remember is “It’s ok to make fun of 
Mexicans but not a Mexican”. Riiiiiight. 
 
I wasn’t in the class and didn’t witness the scene first hand, but it does fall in line with 
other improv scenes I have seen in which the target of the joking was theoretically racism or 
                                                
12 The post: http://jose602.tumblr.com/post/74443480137/my-ucb-life-dirty-mexicans-surviving-ignorant 
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racists (as with sexism or sexists above), but in attempting to make fun of that target, overtly 
racist phrases and stereotypes were said. The student speaks to the alienation that this causes, and 
the inability to find another person of color to make eye contact with to be on the same page 
about what was problematic about the scene that was unfolding. This shows how even while 
attempting to be inclusive of diversity (the student was there on a diversity scholarship) the 
overall baseline culture and pedagogy of the UCB system unintentionally reinforces a strategy 
which favors the existing assumed identity in power, in this case one of whiteness. The baseline 
remains in the position of power.  
 Is a baseline of maleness is reinforced or destabilized when ironic sexism is invoked to 
make fun of sexism? It is difficulty to say and each particular case will vary based on the success 
and talent of the particular performers involved. However, in general, my suspicion is that in the 
aggregate it reinforces rather than destabilizes. This reinforcement of maleness as the baseline 
runs alongside a baseline of heteronormativity in the improv scenes of UCB. And because of the 
game based nature of the comedic strategy taught at UCB, in a way those who are most 
successfully able to name and reproduce a certain set of stereotypes relating to the binaries of 
male/female gender and heterosexuality/homosexuality sexual orientations are rewarded in the 
UCB system. 
Aaron Jackson, a veteran performer regarded as one of the funniest at the theatre, was 
recently hired to portray the “Senior Gay Correspondent” on Comedy Central’s new late night 
show The Opposition With Jordan Klepper. Before this, Aaron sat down with me for an 
interview. During our chat, he told me how without even thinking about it, if he is doing a scene 
on stage with another gay man, he’ll often make himself a woman. “I’ll especially just play a 
woman if we’re going to do anything remotely, like, a couple scene, because then otherwise it 
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becomes a gay scene and then that is, like, what is has to be about. The gayness! Don’t get me 
wrong, I love doing gay scenes, and I’m happy to do a scene where what is funny is just how 
flamingly gay we can be and really, like, shove it down the straights’ throats,” Aaron says, 
laughing. “But it’s annoying when you’re trying to do a scene where, like, you want to do a 
break up scene because your partner still has a Fight Club poster that they insist on hanging up or 
something, but then it becomes about a gay couple fighting and then the jokes are just like, 
‘Well, who gets the signed Ru Paul’s Drag Race box set if we break up?’ and whatever other gay 
things we can list. And then it just becomes like, okay, everybody shout out a gay stereotype they 
know. Hooray!” Aaron, as someone who has found from his experience that he presents as a gay 
man to a typical New York City improv comedy attending crowd, has adopted the strategy of 
“unmarking” himself as gay by taking on another marked category: a woman. From Aaron’s 
experience, by making himself a woman, he is in effect neutralizing the threat of his gayness and 
allowing his teammates and the audience to look past their initial framing of him as a gay man 
and instead focus on the comedic ideas he wants to play with. Strategies like this are helpful for 
those not belonging to the unmarked category of the UCB space to succeed. 
 Aaron has also found another strategy: using his gayness by making jokes that seemingly 
only someone who presented as gay could make. This is along the lines of the logic Late Night 
With Seth Meyers recurring segment “Jokes Seth Can’t Tell.”13 The gimmick of the segment is 
that writers Amber Ruffin, a black woman, and Jenny Hagel, a gay woman, can tell jokes that 
Seth as a straight white man cannot. Example joke that Jenny tells: “The longest running lesbian 
bar in the United States recently closed for good. So now lesbians will have to meet the old 
fashioned way: at Ace Hardware.”  
                                                
13 For example: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7wEa8r0_VHI 
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Image 7. Seth Jokes Can’t Tell...but a black woman and a gay woman can tell. Source: YouTube. 
 
Aaron Jackson, and other gay presenting performers, often intentionally invokes a similar 
strategy, playing characters and even saying words that he is able to say as a gay presenting man 
that his straight teammates might not be able to without appearing homophobic. This is another 
way in which Aaron neutralizes his gayness; by being the first one to make fun of and/or to play 
with the category of gayness, Aaron is able to successfully create comedic events in the straight 
white space of the UCB Theatre, a strategy for success he is able to reliably follow.  
 Consider the following scene during UCB’s CageMatch where Aaron performs a scene 
with his teammate Nate. The suggestion for their show was “wizard.” After a few scenes, Nate 
walked out to initiate a new scene:  
 
[Nate walks out and begins miming yanking at something from knee level; it is not yet 
clear what he is doing. He grunts and makes a struggle out of it. After a moment, Aaron 
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walks out to join Nate in the scene. After another moment of observing Nate, Aaron 
delivers the first line of the scene] 
Aaron, in a voice more effeminate than his normal speaking voice: “Pull  
it, Arthur!” 
        ⇡ 
                            [laugh] 
Nate, in a deep voice, vaguely medieval: “The sword is stuck in the stone!” 
Aaron: “Don’t be a faggot, Arthur!” 
     ⇡ 
                                       [huge laugh] 
 [both performers wait a beat for the laughter to die down, Nate struggles not to  
break and join the laughter; a full seven seconds of laughter pass; just as Nate  
opens his mouth to reply, Aaron speaks again...] 
Aaron: “Don’t be a little cocksucker!” 
          ⇡ 
                                           [laugh] 
 Nate: “Merlin, tell me again, why are the two options that I am either the one true  
king or a faggot cocksucker?” 
    ⇡ 
                                           [laugh] 
 Aaron, in an even more effeminate voice: “Because that’s the prophecy!” 
⇡ 
                                               [huge laugh] 
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 [laughter continues under the next several lines] 
Nate: “Really?” 
 Aaron: “Yeah!” 
 Nate: “Really, Merlin?” 
 Aaron: “I didn’t write it!” 
              ⇡ 
                                              [new laugh] 
 Nate: “Show it to me! You always speak of this prophecy, but I’ve never seen the  
scrolls myself.” 
Aaron: “You’ve never seen the scrolls?” 
Nate: “No!” 
 Aaron: “That’s because they’re secret and bound in human skin – I did it!” 
⇡ 
                                           [huge laugh] 
 [As 5 seconds of laughter pass, Nate goes back to miming pulling the sword out of  
the stone]  
Aaron: “Yes, that’s it, pull the sword out! You can do it!” 
Nate: “It’s stuck, I tell you! There must be some trick to it.” 
Aaron, again adopting an even more effeminate voice: “There must be some  
trick? I don’t know, why don’t you put your mouth around the helm of the sword?” 
  ⇡ 
                               [huge laugh] 
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 [Nate waits for the laughter to die down after 3 seconds] 
 Nate: “And that will prove that I am the one true king?” 
 Aaron: “No, it will prove that you’re a faggot cocksucker!” 
 ⇡ 
                                                     [huge laugh] 
 [Five seconds of applause and laughter as both Nate and Aaron struggle not to  
break; Nate allows a smile, breaking character, then looks away from Aaron, looking 
down as his imaginary sword; as the laughter is still going Nate delivers his line…] 
Nate: “But I want to be the one true king!” 
Aaron: “Then pull it out, you nancy boy! Deep throat that sword!” 
  ⇡ 
                                                  [laugh] 
 [during the laughter, Nate begins to mime “deep throating ” the sword] 
Aaron: “Come on, do it, I’ve got money riding on this!” 
          ⇡ 
                                                    [laugh] 
Image 8. Aaron calling his teammate a “faggot cocksucker” at UCB. Source: author’s photo. 
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Aaron’s ability to engage in successful comedic play as someone who doesn’t belong to 
the unmarked category of hetero-maleness at UCB shows that while such individual successes 
are possible, alternative strategies to comedic play like this one might be necessary if other 
dominant strategies that would involve being unmarked are not available.  
What might these dominant strategies of comedic play that would only be available to 
straight white male presenting improvisers look like? Would these comedic strategies be more 
“masculine” strategies of comedic play in the presumably more masculine space of improv 
comedy theatre? Not necessarily. Not all straight white men who sign up for an improv class 
immediately find success at UCB (the vast majority do not, in fact), nor is every single scene in 
which masculinity is invoked a great scene that the audience finds funny, not to mention that 
presenting as more feminine or masculine does not map neatly onto categories of gender or 
sexuality. So, to see what these successful strategies of the unmarked category of straight white 
masculinity might actually look like in practice, we now turn to some of the successful renditions 
of the masculine in comedic play at UCB.  
 
Is There A Hegemonic Masculinity at UCB? Playing Masculine In Improv 
 
Since 1985 with Tim Carrigan’s “Toward A New Sociology of Masculinity,” a dominant 
concept in the field has been that of “hegemonic masculinity.” Carrigan’s argument was that 
there is a dominant – and therefore most legitimate – conception of masculinity in a given 
culture, which prescribes a particular set of behaviors and traits viewed as most socially desirable 
in men. This is the hegemonic masculinity. 
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Culturally and historically the hegemonic masculinity varies, but to establish a working 
definition for what we’re referring to here, in the contemporary United States we can make a 
good case for the following traits belonging to our society’s hegemonic masculinity: 
 
● aggression 




● courage / lack of fear 
● heterosexuality 
● lack of feminine traits 
● a large sexual appetite / sexual skill 




  Notice that “sense of humor” or “the ability to be funny” is not on this list. While the 
stereotype exists that “men are funnier than women” or “women aren’t funny,” being funny is 
not necessarily a defining trait of hegemonic masculinity. However, the idea of being 
“unemotional” is. This is related to an idea of unseriousness, an essential part of humor. We can 
envision the conservative insult of “liberal snowflakes” for those who take offense as a type of 
emasculation. The cry “it was just a joke” is said to those who are offended or “get emotional” 
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when something is said in mocking. In other words, the hegemonic masculinity trait of being 
unemotional is related to having a good sense of humor but not in itself entirely inclusive of that 
trait.  
Note that this list is not necessarily meant to be exhaustive. We can think of examples of 
men in our society in media and popular culture celebrated as masculine that might fill some but 
not all of these traits. Clint Eastwood, John Wayne, or Tom Brady, quarterback of the New 
England Patriots, come to mind. So does the fictional character Ron Swanson, as played by Nick 
Offerman on the NBC sitcom Parks & Recreation. In contrast, a classic comedian type like 
Woody Allen or Jerry Seinfeld would not check all of the boxes of hegemonic masculinity. 
Being funny, then, while not in and of itself associated with the hegemonic masculinity does 
show a way in which men have other avenues for finding acceptable manhoods. The nebbish 
comedian is allowed to exist as a man unsanctioned provided he supplements his identity with 
humor.  
Researchers in masculinity studies have used media studies as well as laboratory 
experiments to build on and challenge the concept of hegemonic masculinity. Two particular 
competing theories are relevant to the discussion at hand: the Masculine Overcompensation 
Thesis and the Range Of Masculine Expressional Opportunities Thesis. 
First, consider the Masculine Overcompensation Thesis as described by Willer’s 
"Overdoing gender: A Test of the Masculine Overcompensation Thesis" (2013). The theory 
argues that in our society masculinity is more narrowly defined that femininity. Therefore, 
masculinity is more fragile than femininity. This seems like a contradiction that in a patriarchal 
society masculinity would be more fragile than its feminine counterpart. However, it actually 
makes a certain amount of common sense that since masculinity is theoretically more valued in a 
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patriarchy, there is more of an incentive for men to work to maintain what would then ultimately 
be a more fragile masculine status. Furthermore, this fragility has been demonstrated in lab 
settings. Willer shows this theory in action by comparing several lab and survey studies of 
undergraduates in which students take Bem’s Sex Role Inventory (BSRI), which quantifies self-
attribution of traits indicative of gender roles. According to the BSRI, masculine traits are 
defined as taking the lead, being aggressive, competitive, dominant, self-reliant, and athletic; in 
contrast, feminine traits are compassion, affection, sympathy, warmth, and being submissive. In 
the study, students were randomly told they tested as either overperforming or underperforming 
on a masculinity scale. The students were then administered a survey in which they were asked 
to give their opinions on a variety of topics, each with a perceived bias toward being in line with 
the traits of hegemonic masculinity (in the case of the study, the students were asked about their 
support of the Iraq War, their likeliness to buy SUV, and questions related to homophobic 
attitudes). Willer found that students who were randomly told that they scored less masculine on 
the test were more likely to give answers that conformed with stereotypes of a hegemonic 
masculinity. That is, those who tere told the test said they were less masculine then exhibited 
more masculine answers, and so were more likely to say that they supported the war, were likely 
to buy an SUV, and had homophobic attitudes. In other words, when masculinity is threatened, 
Willer concluded, men will overcompensate with behaviors and attitudes they perceive to be 
more in line with the hegemonic masculinity in order to keep their fragile masculinity intact.  
Schrock and Schwalbe describe a similar narrowness for the possibilities available to be 
successfully masculine, saying that “the cultural definition of what are acceptable and respected 
traits is narrower for masculinity than for femininity” (2009). Additionally, counter to what one 
might think given the known issue of unhealthy representations of femininity in mass media, 
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some research shows that cultural expectations for young girls are in fact more open than for 
young boys. Meaning that overall it is actually more accepted for girls to do more “masculine” 
things than it is for boys to do “feminine” things (Kimmel and Mahler 2003) (Pascoe 2005). 
Consider the varying intensities of cultural stigma carried with the terms “tomboy” (a girl who 
does masculine things) versus “nancy boy” (a boy who does feminine things). Being a nancy boy 
is a more extreme violation of cultural norms, and therefore more severely sanctioned, than being 
a tomboy. The heightened forms of these insults (say, “butch” versus “faggot”) also show the 
uneven vitriol with which each might conceivably be deployed in order to police relative 
masculine / feminine boundaries. This increased policing of men veering away from masculine 
traits could serve as evidence for why we might expect to see masculine overcompensation in 
practice. 
  There are, of course, alternatives to the Masculine Overcompensation Theory. For 
example, the second theory that I’d like to bring up which is germane for our discussion presents 
the matter slightly differently: the Range Of Masculine Expressional Opportunities Theory. As 
as presented by Shamus Khan in Privilege, Khan argues that there is a gendered difference in the 
range of expressional opportunities available to boys and girls. In particular, while expectations 
for the behavior of girls are dominated by sexuality, boys have more options. In other words, 
whereas boys can opt to express their masculinity in a variety of fields, it is more difficult for 
girls to opt out of the dominant feminine field of sexuality. Khan’s theory is based on fieldwork 
at an elite east coast boarding school where Khan witnessed first hand the wider range of identity 
opportunities available to the boys. As Khan writes, boys could choose from a variety of roles to 
take on, such as the cool one, the smart one, the jock, the lady’s man, the stoner, or “opt out” of 
sexuality entirely, itself a role option. In comparison, with girls the question of their sexuality 
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was always forced back upon them by their peers as well as their teachers, in terms of fears 
surrounding sexual activity or misconduct happening on campus, thus limiting the breadth of 
roles they could choose to take on. In a common example, the dress codes for the girls was more 
strictly enforced in terms of appropriateness than it was for the boys, a daily reminder of a 
sexuality that the girls possessed / were endowed with and therefore had to reckon with in their 
self expression that the boys did not have to face. To go back to language used earlier in this 
chapter, this is extra “work” or energy that girls must undertake in order to succeed in the 
institution of the school.  
 These two theories don’t necessarily have to cancel each other out, however. For 
example, we could imagine them living in tandem: there are more pathways for men to succeed 
in masculine spaces than there are for women, however, when men do find themselves not 
succeeding as being successfully masculine in that space they might possibly face more stringent 
censure. To put it in overly simplistic terms, we could possibly imagine, say, ten (culturally 
approved) strategies for men to succeed as comedians at UCB while there are only two 
(culturally approved) strategies for women to succeed; however, and perhaps because of that, if a 
man did fail to find one of those pathways to success despite the fact that as a man there were 
theoretically more avenues for success open to him, the resulting censure could feel more severe. 
The fear of this possibly more severe censure could then conceivably result in men trying harder 
to avoid this censure, resulting in something like overcompensation.   
 In practice, applying these theories to my own fieldwork, I have found evidence for both. 
One potential example of Masculine Overcompensation occurred while I was watching a practice 
session of an indie improv team. The coach, Jon Gabrus, was giving notes to the indie team, 
Swartzlander, which was composed of students at UCB ranging from Levels 101 to 301. In one 
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of his notes, Gabrus, who is a fan of Dungeons and Dragons, critiqued a student for playing a 
wizard in a scene and getting something wrong about orcs. The student in response attempted to 
playfully make fun of Gabrus for being a dork, commenting on the fact that Gabrus was at that 
moment wearing a comic book shirt of some sort (according to my notes, my guess was that it 
was a Green Lantern shirt). In this case, it’s possible that the student felt belittled for getting a 
note, however, since the note stemmed from him being critiqued for not being knowledgeable 
about a topic which is not traditionally masculine (high fantasy literature) it seems unlikely that 
his masculinity was threatened. However, it is also possible that any competitive threat (the 
feeling that another man was telling him that he wasn’t funny and/or knowledge in a space where 
funniness was valued) could have been felt as such a threat. There were women on the team, and 
some laboratory evidence suggests that the masculine overcompensation thesis can be more 
strongly seen when women are present to witness the emasculation. In any case, coach Garbus 
did not hesitate to retort in a way that was indeed in keeping with the masculine 
overcompensation thesis, saying in response to the student calling him a dork with a dorky t-
shirt, “Yeah, but unlike you virgins, my girlfriend gives me blowjobs wearing this t-shirt.” The 
students were shocked but also gave a spattering of laughs. Before the original student or any of 
his teammates could reply, however, the quick witted Gabrus had already thought of a comeback 
to his own comeback, making fun of himself saying, “See, she makes me keep the t-shirt on 
because I’m fat and my body disgusts her.” At this, everyone laughed heartily and any possible 
tension seemed to be dissolved.  
  While I noticed a few such examples in the areas surrounding improv performance 
(backstage before a show, giving notes during a class, waiting for a class to start, etc) such 
obvious examples of the Overcompensation Theory were not apparent to me in the improv show 
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performances themselves. In contrast, there were plentiful and robust examples supporting the 
Range Of Masculine Expressional Opportunities Thesis during performances.  
  To better understand these instances and why from my perspective I saw evidence for the 
Range thesis, I want to first return to Willer’s argument for Overcompensation for a moment. In 
his argument, Willer presents a thermostat metaphor to help convey how he sees the Masculine 
Overcompensation Theory functioning in practice. In the metaphor, if a house cools down to 50 
degrees and needs to heat back up to a comfortable temperature of, say, 70 degrees, the radiator 
will over burn and increase to 75 degrees to try to in the end settle back to a temperature of 70 
degrees. A thermostat works, in other words, by overcompensating, so to speak, in order to 
achieve the desired temperature. Willer is right that this is how a thermostat works. However, to 
bring in the concept of the Range theory and to have a little fun and use this metaphor against 
Willer, a thermostat is not the only tool available for a person in a house to get warm. In keeping 
with the assumed goal of the metaphor to get warm, there are other strategies one could use: you 
can put on a coat, turn on a space heater, get under the covers, or even build a small fire in the 
corner of the room. At the risk of going to far off the rails with this metaphor, the argument here 
would be that men living in the same house have more strategies available to them to get warm 
than women do, and so in the end when more men end up being a comfortable temperature and 
women are complaining about it being too chilly, the men who are warm perhaps will draw the 
conclusion that men are just better at staying warm than women are, when in reality they just had 
more strategies to get warm available to them. 
  Keeping Range Of Masculine Expressional Opportunities Thesis in mind, I looked over 
my notes and the videos of performances that I have as a part of my data and sought to see 
evidence of what they strategies might be. I considered the different strategies available for 
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different performers to successfully present their masculinity and, ultimately, to be funny. Were 
there some strategies that seemed to be stratified by gender? 
  
Hetero-Masculine Strategy for Comedy Success: Feigning Threats to Masculinity 
 
One of the first specific strategies for being funny that only straight men seemed to 
employ was using kissing as a humorous moment. After watching hundreds of improv shows, I 
noticed that time and time again, a situation would be concocted in which two straight men 
would be “forced” against their will to kiss because the scene called for it. It didn’t happen every 
show, but it did happen every, say, ten to twelve shows, which seemed to be verging on the 
territory of a cheap gimmick. At any rate, there was enough of a pattern that it seemed like there 
was some deeper strategy afoot, one that I came to understand as falling under the broader 
category of something like “feigning a threat to one’s masculinity.” 
The kissing between the two straight men usually played out as follows: a scene would 
begin to drop hints that for some reason, two improvisers would eventually kiss, and this would 
usually be set up in such a way where the improvisers involved would do a bit of meta-acting. 
Meaning, the improvisers would act in such a way as to both play their characters truthfully but 
also let the audience know that they (as the actor, not as the character they were portraying) did 
not want to have to kiss their scene partner in reality. The humor then isn’t because of the 
fictional narrative they created on the spot, but rather a meta-laugh of watching two straight 
white men be “forced” into an intimacy. The underlying logic is one of hegemonic masculinity. 
Men do not like to kiss other men! Men do not like to be intimate with other men!  Sometimes 
this scene wouldn’t play out with a full kiss on the lips. Sometimes it would just involve two 
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improvisers slow dancing together, cuddling, a lap dance, etc. But the strategy remained the 
same even if the content of the scene varied: we the straight male improvisers do not want to 
have to be intimate with our straight male scene partner, but will do so because of the 
requirement of improv for us to honor our scene, so what is funny is watching a hetersexual man 
“involuntarily” be forced into homosexual and/or emasculating behavior.  
To see this played out in practice, consider this representative example of Ben Reed and 
Tim Miller from the team Airwolf doing a scene playing lumberjacks at a New Year’s Eve party 
at UCB’s CageMatch. The suggestion was “midnight.” 
 
[Ben mimes chopping down a tree, Tim mirrors him; after a few moments, Ben  
stops and then Tim stops; the two look around and awkwardly make eye contact] 
Ben: Fun party.  
⇡ 
                  [laugh] 
Tim: Yep. Lumberjacks sure know how to party. 
⇡ 
                       [laugh] 
Ben: “Huh. Looks like everybody else has paired off.” 
⇡ 
                        [laugh] 
Tim: “Yeah, how about that. [pause] Midnight will soon be upon us.” 
⇡        ⇡ 
                     [laugh]               [laugh] 
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 [Ben and Tim look at each other then quickly look away, resulting in another  
Laugh; Ben and Tim look at each other again, look away, then scoot their chairs  
further apart, which produces another laugh] 
 Ben: “I mean, I guess we could kiss each other, but I would never suggest that, I  
    ⇡ 
                  [laugh] 
like big women with big tits!” 
  ⇡ 
     [laugh] 
 Tim: “Well, me too! … I mean, I guess we could just give a quick smooch at  
midnight just for tradition, but lord knows I’d rather be deep diving with poon! 
⇡         ⇡     
[laugh]            [laugh] 
 The scene continues in this manner, with Tim and Ben beating around the bush of not 
wanting to kiss each other, but making it seem more and more like they actually will. Towards 
the end of the scene, after about three minutes of this, however, the comedic logic of the scene 
changes. This happens when someone from the back line begins a countdown, shouting, “Hey 
everybody, it’s almost midnight! TEN!” Now instead of just two lumberjacks who say they don’t 
really want to kiss each other but who actually do, the joke of the scene has become two actors 
who don’t want to kiss each other but who are going to do it for the sake of the scene. In this 
case, those Ben and Tim orchestrated the initial set up of the scene, the fact that the final push to 
countdown to midnight gives credence to the logic that they are being “forced” to kiss. In improv 
terms, however, I would argue that Ben and Tim had been asking for such a moment from their 
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teammates on the backline, so this support move was actually what they had wanted to happen 
all along. Tim then reaches out and caresses Ben, bringing him in closer and their faces get close. 
Image 9. Two lumberjacks at a New Year’s Eve party. Source: author’s photo. 
 
Next, an added element occurs: it appears that Tim the improviser is acting as if he wants the 
actual kiss to happen more than Ben the improviser does, adding a new twist to the comedy of 
the moment, but still under the same overall strategy. After a few moments of Ben meta-
resisting, the two kiss. The crowd laughs, whoops and cheers, and the scene is swept.  
Billy Merrit, a veteran improv and member of original UCB Harold team The Swarm, is 
quoted as having said that, “It’s always more interesting to watch an improviser do a handstand 
than to hear a character talk about flying on a dragon.” The point of the quote is that whenever 
possible, if an improviser can actually do something interesting, the audience will be entertained. 
An improviser who actually spontaneously performs a Shakespearean soliloquy or who raps in 
rhyme or who makes an impressive connection or who knows a fact when challenged on the spot 
will actually impress the audience; there’s something real about it. In her book Respect For 
Acting, Uta Hagen talks about having once been in the audience for a play that called for their to 
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be a cat on stage. The director chose to use an actual cat in the production, which in addition to 
being a mistake for practical reasons, Uta said, was also an interesting lesson in authenticity in 
the craft of acting. She described how the audience was all riveted by watching the cat. The cat’s 
licking a leg or yawning seemed about one thousand times more authentic than the acting being 
done by the actors on stage with the cat, whose rehearsed lines and blocking seemed stilted in 
comparison. The lesson, apart from not to have a real animal on stage during a play, was to 
aspire to be as real and without artifice as the cat. Following the instruction of Billy Merrit, if an 
improviser is called to do a handstand on stage and he can actually do it, it will be impressive 
and break through the artifice of acting. I think the phenomenon of straight men kissing other 
straight men on stage as an amusing “stunt” stems from this strategy to hold the audience’s 
attention, but with a sexist and heteronormative twist. Two straight men actually being forced to 
the humiliation of kissing each other will always be more interesting to watch than, say, the same 
two improvisers talking about flying a dragon. 
Importantly for our discussion here, however, is that this particular strategy is not 
available to everyone. In the thousands of scenes I watched, I again and again saw a straight man 
kiss another straight man for comedic effect. I almost never saw any other combinations of real 
kissing happening on stage. Mimed kissing often happened if it served a romantic scene 
happening, but the kiss itself was not the joke nor did it usually get a laugh; rather, it was only 
when one straight man was going to kiss another straight man that this itself became the event, or 
the temporary game of the scene. To use UCB parlance, one could say that the unusual thing was 
two straight men being intimate with each other, which is therefore imbued with the potential for 
the comedic. This is only unusual when the baseline being diverged from is a heteronormative 
one. 
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Why is this strategy available to straight white men at UCB and not others? We can 
theorize about why this would be the case, and Khan’s Range Of Masculine Expressional 
Opportunities Thesis provides a useful guide with which to begin. Women on stage face a 
difficulty in escaping the sexuality that their bodies present. Two straight women kissing on 
stage would might first be framed as “sexy” rather than “funny.” Similarly with gay women or 
combinations of straight and gay women. Straight men, in contrast, are not only able to escape 
being perceived primarily as sexual beings, but are actually able to make light of their sexuality, 
and use it as one more tool with which to succeed in the arena of improv comedy, where they 
reign as the dominant frame, the unmarked category. Likewise, two gay men kissing on stage 
might not first be framed primarily as a “funny” act. Part of the logic of the comedic strategy 
described above is a forced emasculation, and though in reality a couple of straight improvisers 
might actually want to kiss each other more than their gay teammates, I’d theorize the framing 
from the audience would not interpret the act as such. Additionally, it’s possible that two gay 
men kissing on stage might still carry with it a taboo breaking quality, the idea that even 
progressive comedy fans who are fine with gayness might squirm with acts of public displays of 
affection. 
Importantly, it is not difficult to conceive of a scenario in which two gay men could kiss 
for comedic effect. While watching a drag show at the Barracuda Bar with a few other 
improvisers when I took the night off from watching comedy at UCB, for example, I was 
delighted to see the drag queen Sherry Vine kiss my gay friend Josh Sharp on the mouth in the 
middle of a perfectly rehearsed lip sync to Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance.” The packed bar 
laughed, whooped, and applauded, in some ways a similar reaction to that of the lumberjack 
kissing, yet in tone the laugh felt different. The intimacy had also been forced on Josh, as it were: 
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he hadn’t consented to the kiss and Sherry didn’t stop her routine long enough to ask for Josh’s 
consent either. So one could make an argument that the forced nature of the move was part of the 
comedic logic. But, and this is just my comedic instinct, I don’t think that was the case. Rather, 
the baseline culture of the space and of the event felt different than the baseline culture of a given 
improv show at UCB. The humor here wasn’t about deviating from the baseline of hetero-
masculinity. Rather, this was the humor of parody, and celebratory parody at that. Sherry Vine 
was playing the role of a superstar, and the humor, to me, was more in her unblinking dedication 
to that role, and to the idea that such a blatant disregard for someone else’s personal space only 
would be okay if coming from a superstar. The point of this digression is just to show that the 
assumed baseline culture from which comedians make moves to generate laughter from their 
audience makes a huge difference in which types of strategies will be at play for those 
comedians. 
However, the strategy for the comedy of the shameful emasculation is seen outside of the 
improv comedy sphere, such as other venues when we can expect the baseline culture to be that 
of heteronormative masculinity: network television. For example, the Ben and Tim kissing scene 
was actually strikingly similar to a scene in the 1990s sitcom Friends, which some have since 
pointed out has its fair share of strikingly homophobic jokes.14 The scene in question features the 
straight characters of Chandler and Joey at a New Year’s Eve party. In the episode, Chandler 
complains about the fact that he has no date and so nobody to kiss as midnight approaches. 
Chandler laments being single at a New Year’s Eve party, to the annoyance of the other friends. 
As midnight strikes and Chandler commands that “Somebody kiss me!” Joey grabs him and 
kisses him. The humor of the kiss is also underscored by the backstory of Chandler’s father 
                                                
14 “Chandler Bing’s Homophobia Is The Worst Thing About Friend’s”, Slate, January 2015, 
http://www.slate.com/blogs/browbeat/2015/01/22/friends_chandler_bing_and_his_homophobia_are_the_
worst_thing_about_watching.html 
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being gay, a fact he frequently jokes about demeaningly, as well as Chandler himself being 
continually feminized and emasculated for comedic effect. The studio audience laughs, claps and 
whoops, in an uncannily similar way to the reaction I witnessed from the audience when straight 
men kiss at UCB, and undoubtedly a similar comedic logic is at play. 
 
 
Image 10a. Joey grabs Chandler and gives him a big kiss at midnight. 
 
Image 10b. Chandler reacts to the kiss and the audience laughs.15 
 
 The forced emasculation strategy, as demonstrated by the “straight man kissing a straight 
man as spectacle” move, is one example of a difficult to count plethora of strategies that are 
                                                
15 Friends, season 1, episode 10, “The One With The Monkey” (1994). 
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available to straight men unavailable to others marked in the space. As I said before, this 
particular strategy is highly specific and I suspect my improv comedian colleagues would call 
this more of a “gimmick” than a general comedic strategy, however, I think it points to a larger 
umbrella of such gimmicks which collectively might form a strategy. In other words, this is one 
of the ways in which straight men are given a larger toolbox with more tools, so to speak, at their 
disposal for finding different ways to engage in comedic play with each other that an audience 
will recognize as such. Or to confuse an already confused metaphor above, another way for 
straight men to get warm without a thermostat is to kiss each other.  
 
Hetero-Masculine Strategy for Comedy Success: Pirates, Robots, Ninjas and Other 
Traditionally Masculine Roles 
  
So while the strategy above of forced emasculation was common, I could see hardliners 
of UCB doctrine telling me that this isn’t actually textbook good improv, and again more of a 
“gimmick” than a true comedic strategy taught by the UCB Training Center. In anticipation of 
this critique, I now want to turn my attention to some of the more general comedy strategies for 
being a good improviser explicitly taught by the UCB Training Center that similarly skew 
towards being more easily adoptable by straight men.  
Early in improv classes, improv teachers at UCB will do an exercise where they talk 
about the different “roles” an improviser can take on in order to help his or her team. The idea is 
that ideally you would develop skills in each of these roles and be able to deploy them when 
necessary, but also is supposed to be a first “reality check” for students that different performers 
will innately be better at different types of improv play, and ideally a good team will have a 
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balance of these different types. The names given these very general roles are Pirate, Robot, and 
Ninja. Each of these roles has a different set of skills that they can bring to an improv team. A 
Pirate bursts into a scene with lots of energy, fearlessly charging forward and making choices. A 
Robot is calculating and a game machine, analyzing what has been established so far and then 
outputting what should logically happen next. A Ninja is more stealth, paying attention to what 
has happened so far and making connections that have not been noticed by other players yet, 
tying up loose ends. A Ninja player is also said to be the “supportive” or “glue” player on the 
team, holding everything together (these attributes might depart from the typical traits associated 
with a Ninja, but they go along with role according to the exercise). 
Outside of class, I also witnessed these roles being brought up frequently in casual 
conversations to identify what type of roles the best players at the theatre fell into. Such 
conversations took on the same sort of enthusiasm and vigor that I have heard in conversations 
my sport enthusiast friends have had about who would win in a hypothetical one on one 
basketball game between Lebron James and Michael Jordan. For example, an actual conversation 
I observed in the Peter McManus Bar after a UCB Harold Night: 
“Jon Gabrus is a total pirate. He’s the quintessential pirate.” 
Everyone in the corner booth where I sit nods their heads in agreement. 
“And Erik Yanouye is a classic Robot.” 
“Everyone on The Curfew is a Robot,” someone else quickly adds. This gets a laugh from 
the table. Erik’s team is called The Curfew. 
“Silvija Ozols is a Ninja.” 
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Murmurs of agreement. “Oh yeah, she is the ultimate Ninja.” 
 “I think Neil Casry is the most versatile of anybody. He’s all three. He can be all three in 
a single scene.” 
 Everyone nods in admiration, and the conversation continues. 
What interests me about the Pirate, Robot, Ninja exercise and casual conversations 
conversations like these that invoke the archetypes is the subtle way that it reinforces that the 
desirable traits in an improviser are those that also tend to be stereotypically masculine traits. In 
popular culture, note that the cultural figures of Pirates, Robots, and Ninjas are all typically male 
(when represented in film or television). Though Silvija, a female, is named as a Ninja in this 
conversation, note that of the three roles, this is the supportive role in the UCB taxonomy. From 
listening to conversations like this one, as well as teachers giving examples of current 
improvisers at the theatre who fell into each of the roles, I most often heard women (if they were 
invoked at all) given as examples of “supportive” or Ninja players who were holding everything 
together. Improvisers who are ascribed the roles of Pirate, the most masculine, and Robot, the 
next most masculine, unsurprisingly are usually the players who get the most laughs in the 
shows. It was these players who I also most frequently heard students name as their favorite 
players or as the players who were, in their estimation, the funniest improvisers at the theatre.  
 That the roles of good improvisers (Pirate, Robot, Ninja) are themselves more masculine 
leads to the more pernicious baseline framing: that funniness itself is a masculine trait. In recent 
years, there has been an outpouring of criticism of the notion that “women aren’t funny” but it 
remains the persistent frame in which men and women both must attempt to do comedy. As lists 
come out online each year along the lines of “The Funniest Women In Stand-Up” and such, they 
invoke the fact that no such list is necessary for men. As UCB performer and CollegeHumor 
  174 
writer Siobhan Rogers remarked after being placed on one such list: “I’m on a list of funny 
females. One day hopefully I’ll be on a list of funny people, but this will do for now.” Or as Amy 
Poehler remarked during a press junket when asked about the stereotype of women not being 
funny, she rolled her eyes and said into her hand in disgust, “Ugh, I’m so bored of this question.” 
Many funny women have proven over and over that women are capable as being as funny as any 
man. Yet the dominant cultural framing that the trait of funniness is not ascribed to the ideal of 
femininity in the same way that it is with masculinity remains. 
  As Ridgeway argues in Framed By Gender, it is this primary framing of women not 
being funny that contributes to the “dynamic of persistence” that men and women must 
overcome in order to succeed at institutions like UCB. To be more precise, we might say that 
femininity is framed being associated with traits like “earnest” or “emotional” or “serious” or 
other traits typically anathema to funniness, rather than with unfunniness itself, whereas 
masculinity is explicitly associated with being funny, or at least as having a good sense of humor 
or more broadly as “being able to take a joke.”16 
This framing is pernicious because it allows places like the UCB that state as a principle 
that they think both men and women can be funny and disavow any stereotypes to the contrary, 
at the same time are able to advocate and adopt strategies and preferences that facilitate a humor 
framework that benefits masculinity. The structural bias of generating comedy strategies that, 
intentionally or not, frame masculine traits as being associated with successful comedic strategy 
creates a system where individuals of all gender identities are incentivized at UCB to adopt traits 
associated with the hegemonic masculinity (assertiveness, competitiveness, boldness) to succeed. 
                                                
16 Similarly, there seems to be a subtle (or not so subtle) heteronormative derision going on with the 
current conservative criticism online of liberals being “snowflakes” who “take offense” too easily. The 
idea here seems to be that taking offense is equated with being a snowflake. Taking offense is related to 
joking because if someone takes offense at a joke, then they do not find it funny.  
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Ridgeway writes, “Gender inequality’s staying power derives from people's use of gender 
(shared cultural expectations associated with being male or female) together as a primary frame 
for organizing that most fundamental of activities: relating to another person” (25). This framing 
helps to set a baseline at the start of every improv comedy show where women are fighting an 
uphill battle with the audience from the start to show that they are as funny as the men. 
  Ridgeway’s central point was confirmed for me again and again in conversations and 
scenes I observed with women at UCB. One representative examples comes from a conversation 
I had with Allie Kokesh, a repeat 401 student and UCB intern who was auditioning to get onto a 
team for the third year in a row. “It’s frustrating when I initiate a scene thinking that I’m going to 
be the, like, the funny one or the unusual one or whatever, and then I end up having to straight 
man because I get steamrolled by some loud guy in my class.” 
 I witnessed such an occurrence first hand at one of Allie’s indie team practices, which I 
taped with permission Allie, her coach, and her teammates. Their coach asked for them do so 
some open scene work where they organically found a game, meaning that there was no 
suggestion. 
 
 [Allie walks off the backline first; she is joined by her teammate Ryan] 
 Allie, sheepish: “So, Teddy, I noticed you hadn’t paid me the rent yet this month.” 
 Ryan: “Why don’t you get off my back about it, bitch!” 
⇡ 
             [Allie the improviser seems genuinely shocked, she goes bright red] 
 Allie, dropping sheepish tone, now angry: “Woah! I just said you didn’t have  
enough rent. I mean, I just said you didn’t pay me the rent.” 
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Ryan: “And I called you a bitch. I think I’ll do it again: BITCH!” 
[Allie doesn’t reply for a moment. She turns away and opens her mouth as if to  
speak, then stops. Neither their coach nor their teammates have laughed so far during the 
scene.] 
Coach from off stage: “Okay, I’m going to stop you there.”  
⇡ 
                 [nervous laughs from both Allie and Ryan] 
 
 In the scene, Allie spoke first, indicating that she might have an idea for what to make the 
scene about. Before she could get her idea out, however, she was called a bitch, and she felt 
compelled to drop the sheepish character she had chosen to play the scene as initially in order to 
rise to the emotional aggressiveness for the tone of the scene set by her scene partner. Allie had 
to attempt to match the aggressiveness of her male scene partner, and in so doing changing the 
initial idea she had for her character in the scene, or risk being steamrolled completely. Watching 
this, I felt bad for all parties involved: it was a bad scene, tough to watch, and it had no comedic 
twist to it. This in itself is not surprising. Bad scenes are very common in improv practices. What 
did surprise me, though, was the nature of the notes given to Allie from their coach. 
 “So, that didn’t work, right?” Their coach says with a smile. Allie and Ryan laugh 
nervously again. “What were you going for there?” the coach directs the question at Allie. 
“Um, I dunno. I was thinking that I might be, like, a meek landlord? And maybe I was 
going to try to blackmail my tenant, like I was going to be tough, but then not be very good at it.” 
 “Oh, I thought we were roommates and you were just nagging me about the rent,” Ryan 
says. 
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 “Okay, interesting,” says the coach. “So, Allie, if that is your idea, you have got to get it 
out there right away. Like, in the first line. Because Ryan can’t read your mind, so as soon as that 
first line is done and there is no strong choice yet for what this scene is going to be about, you 
can’t fault your scene partner for making a strong choice, right?”  [emphasis added]. 
 “Right,” Allie says, nodding, her face again returning to red.  
 Note that the coach’s notes for how to fix the scene address that there was a 
miscommunication, but rather than suggest to Ryan that he me more attentive to Allie or listen 
more or be more supportive or defer to what Allie might have been going for (in other words, 
more feminine traits), instead he gives Allie notes on how she could have done better by being 
more assertive, more aggressive, more selfish, made “stronger choices” (more masculine traits) 
and taken control of the scene by telling her scene partner more explicitly what it was going to be 
about.  
 The coach’s note and decision to tell Allie to be more assertive rather than tell her male 
scene partner to be more supportive, bolsters a claim made by Johnson in The Gender Knot: 
Unravelling Our Patriarchal Legacy. Johnson writes,  “Researchers have emphasized that 
dominance and control are central to hegemonic masculinity in the American context” (Johnson 
2005). Allie’s coach, a straight white male in his twenties, is advising a path to success in the 
comedy world at UCB by adopting traits that are in line with an acceptable masculine mode of 
inhabiting the world but which are in direct contrast to a way of being which is deemed 
acceptable for female bodies. Improvisers who are able to exert their dominance and control in 
scenes, despite the seemingly supportive nature of improv comedy in the sense of the team being 
an ensemble working together to put on a funny show, are more likely to have a successful path 
to excelling at UCB and be recognized as “funny” by their peers, their teachers, and the 
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audiences they perform for. Or to put it in the language of the Range Of Masculine Expressional 
Opportunities Theory, a system has been created in which there are more strategies for success 
available to those who are able to easily and routinely perform traits associated with masculinity.  
Allie was not alone in her experience. Both in my formal interviews, casual 
conversations, and observations in the field, I noticed this happening again and again. “I hate it 
when I think that I’m playing a husband or a dad or or something and then somebody steps off 
the back line and labels me, like, ‘Sweetheart’ and like makes it clear that he thinks I’m the 
wife,” says Jenny Nelson, another repeat 401 student who has auditioned without success to get 
placed on a team. “And then if I don’t go with it, I’ll get a note from my teacher that I blocked 
him or something even though he was the one who didn’t pay attention to what I was going for.” 
  It is perhaps in part because of the mistakes in understanding “what I was going for” that 
improvisers who themselves do not belong to the unmarked category of the straight man 
overtime might be conditioned to play their own perceived gender / race / sexual orientation 
more. Of the 63 25-minute shows I analyzed videotape of at UCB’s CageMatch, with most show 
having somewhere between 14 and 30 scenes, resulting in over 1000 scenes as my unit of 
analysis, I began counting instances of gender labeling happening in scenes, and noted who was 
responsible for the labeling: 
 MALE IMPROVISER FEMALE IMPROVISER 
Labeled Male 46.15% 11.11% 
Labeled Female 21.15% 51.85% 
Unspecified 32.69% 37.03% 
Figure 1. Gender labeling by performers at UCB’s CageMatch. Collected from 63 25-minute 
performances from January 2014 to December 2014. 
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 So, if a man was explicitly labeled as a male in a scene, I would make a note of whether 
the labeling was done by a male teammate or a female teammate. This labeling could take the 
form of being given a typically male name, being referred to with a male pronoun, or otherwise 
being assigned a character with a male gender, and vice versa. I don’t want to attribute too much 
weight to this data because I am not attempting to do a quantitative analysis here. However, I 
think  one takeaway is undeniable: improvisers who pass as men play men more often than they 
play women; improvisers who pass as women play women more often than they play men. In a 
culture where men and the masculine are framed as being funny, this in itself could contribute to 
an overall persistent staying power of a status quo reproduction that results in the predominance 
of men succeeding in UCB improv classes, on stages, in the ranks of teachers, as alumni in the 
comedy profession, and so on.  The next most common occurrence after explicitly being labeled 
in line with your perceived gender is for your gender to not be overtly labeled. I would argue that 
given the power of framing, even in these unspecified cases, players who present as men tend to 
play masculine roles and players who present as women tend to play feminine roles, perpetuating 
the same status quo reproduction in the case of explicitly being labeled in line with your 
perceived gender. In the aggregate, both men and women explicitly play against their perceived 
gender a minority of the time. During my study, I didn’t encounter any players who identified as 
trans or who were outwardly known as such in the community, so this remains an understudied 
part of this paper, and one that would be worthy of greater thought than I have given it. Trans 
individuals of course also enjoy doing improv comedy. While writing this paper, in April 2017 a 
former UCB improv student named Zeke Smith was “outed” as being transgender while a 
contestant on the CBS reality show Survivor.17 Zeke owned the moment and has since gone on to 
become a vocal supporter for trans individuals in the UCB and larger NYC comedy community.  
                                                
17 “'Survivor' Contestant Opens Up About Being Outed as Transgender”, April 14th, 2017, The 
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The takeaway, by my analysis, is that improvisers who present as women literally are 
having to do more work to maintain and regulate both the bodied self and the created character 
that they are presenting when on stage just based on the framing they instantly undergo from 
teammates and the audience. Women improvisers are immediately framed with the baggage of 
cultural associates that go along with their gender. Khan writes, “Girls’ sexuality requires a self-
conscious regulation; it is a part of them they can, and must, control, which gets in the way of the 
crucial performance of natural ease. So the school’s own expectations about sexuality demand 
that girls perform in ways that cut against the expression of privilege.” Khan’s argument is that 
the system itself is stacked against them: they are supposed to act with natural ease to show their 
privilege, but by also being required to regulate their bodies, they cannot simultaneously perform 
the natural ease that their male counterparts can. Similarly, women in the UCB system must both 
self-consciously regulate their feminine bodies while facing pressure to take on traits defined as 
masculine.  
Going back to Uta Hagen’s recommendation to her acting students to have the 
naturalness of a cat on stage, it is clear that a woman on stage attempting to do comedy must 
account not only for her body (yes, I have a female body, but in this moment I am asking you not 
to look at me for my sexuality but for my comedy) but also then attempt to attain a naturalness 
that is one step harder given this additional step of regulation required of her that is not required 
of her male counterparts on stage. The male comedian does not have to be asked to be scene as a 
comedic object; by walking on stage at a comedy show, the institution and dominant cultural 
framing gives him what he wants abinitio. By contrast, a woman comedian who walks out on 
                                                                                                                                                       
Hollywood Reporter, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/survivor-zeke-smith-outed-as-
transgender-guest-column-991514 
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stage at a comedy show must do the work to not be scene as a sexual object so that she can 
instead be seen as a comedic object.  
Additionally, it is worth discussing the bodies who are doing the judging. Specifically, 
the status quo reproduces itself, so it is no surprise that the bodies doing the judging (students 
making up the audience in the shows, the teachers judging classes, etc) tend to primarily be 
straight white men. In the UCB parlance of game being the directive of how to be funny, the 
search for one unusual thing will be most likely be most immediately relatable to others whose 
life experiences have been framed by similar primary categories. Acker writes, “To the extent 
that jobs are designed by those who imagine the ideal occupant to be a male who fits the 
hegemonic ideal, those whose manhood acts come closest to the ideal are likely to be 
advantaged” (Acker 1990). This is significant when you take into account the sex disparity at all 
levels of the UCB improv community. The UCB began with its four founders: three men and one 
woman. That ratio remains remarkably still intact looking at the gender breakdown of performers 
on stage. This is even more striking when you take into account that at Level 101, there are 
actually slightly more women than men who sign up to take classes.18 At the audition level 
(which is a proxy for students who have completed the four core levels of the UCB curriculum) 
there are more men than women who have stuck around from Level 101 to persist to get to the 
level of being eligible to audition. At the stage, the ratio is approximately 3 to 1 male to female. 
Lastly, a slightly smaller percentage of women pass through the final gatekeeping step to make it 
onto a house team. 
 
                                                
18 This was according to data shared with me by then Academic Supervisor Will Hiners in 2014. UCB has 
not shared more recent student data with me. 
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Figure 2. UCB performer by gender in 2014: 24% female to 76% male. 
 
 
Figure 3. UCB students at auditions by gender in 2014: 34% female to 63.9% male. 
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Figure 4. UCB students in Level 101 by gender in 2014: 53% female to 44% male. 
 
Though exact figures are difficult to come by because the teacher pool is in flux as 
teachers come and go in the comedy profession, during this same time period at the UCB 
Training Center it was also apparent that there were more male teachers than female teachers. At 
one point in my study, for example, after Silvija Ozols (the aforementioned “Ninja” example) 
took a hiatus from teaching, there were zero women teachers teaching the highest levels of the 
UCB improv curriculum. Representation matters, both in terms of identifying inspiration for 
reasons to keep going with a given path, as well as in giving and receiving feedback that shapes 
what skills and traits are valued in a community.  
Upon hearing that I was conducting a study about the UCB improv community regarding 
questions of gender, one 401 student sent me an email and asked to provide a few thoughts 
anonymously. One remark from her: “I guess I found it very hard to find mentors coming up at 
UCB, especially as a female (just by virtue of the fact that many of my teachers were male). I 
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know it makes a big difference to have someone there that can help you out as you make your 
way through the system. This probably happens naturally, over time, to a certain degree but it 
would be nice if the administration were more aware of it.” 
 
Hetero-Masculine Strategy for Comedy Success: The Shield of “Ironic” Sexism 
 
The last overarching hetero-masculine strategy I want to focus on here is that of irony. I 
mean irony in the narrow sense of saying something but not meaning it. Specifically, a strategy I 
saw straight male improvisers able to present with repeated success was to take on a character 
who would say sexist things (or homophobic things or, less commonly, racist things) under the 
shield of “ironic sexism.” If pressed to defend such moves, the common explanation goes 
something along the lines of that the comedian is making fun of sexism, not being sexist 
themselves. In practice, though, the difference between making fun of sexism or actually being 
sexist is a blurry one. 
To start, consider the following moment from a UCB CageMatch performance from UCB 
house team Death By Roo Roo involving Adam Pally and John Gemberling. At this point in its 
incarnation, Death By Roo Roo was an all male team (their sole female member, Jackie Clarke, 
had since departed the team after she moved to Los Angeles). Their roster has changed several 
times over the years as a longstanding UCB institution, but at the time of the show in question 
the team was composed of six straight white men.  
The Thursday night crowd was particularly excited to see Death By Roo Roo, currently 
on a winning streak, and one of the theatre’s most beloved teams. The scene occured twelve 
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minutes into a thirty minute show where the audience suggestion inspiring the scenes was “frat.” 
The show had been going quite well at this point and the team appeared relaxed and confident.  
Pally steps out first. He is a “leading man” type in his late twenties wearing jeans and a 
grey t-shirt (in fact, he has gone on to play a lead role in the network television show Happy 
Endings). Moments later he is joined by Gemberling, rotund and hirsute, wearing plaid cargo 
shorts and a large green t-shirt (he has gone on to play the “funny roommate” role in Comedy 
Central’s Broad City). They are extremely funny, charismatic comedians each able to elicit huge 
laughs from the crowd, this is a crowd filled with fans of each, and the show is going well. They 
are primed to take a big swing. 
  
         [Adam Pally steps out from backline; John Gemberling steps out to face him;  
they make and hold eye contact and stand about three feet apart] 
Adam in an overly macho voice: “Woah, woah, pretty lady, where are you going?” 
                                   ⇡ 
                            [small laugh] 
John, in an effeminate “girl” voice: “Oh, I’m just going to the to the rape crisis center.” 
                                ⇡ 
                              [huge laugh] 
 
[The large laughter continues while John and Adam stare at each other waiting for 
laughter to stop before they can speak; Adam visibly struggles not to break and laugh 
himself; backline of other performers do not hold back their laughter; after eight seconds, 
John smiles a big toothy grin, clasps his hands behind his back, and sways back and forth; 
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audience continues to laugh; Adam stares straight ahead holding facial expression still; 
John switches from toothy grin to closed mouth with lips pursed, eyes looking towards 
the ceiling in faux innocent expression; Adam continues to stare while holding facial 
expression; large laughter and applause continues without diminishing. After a total of 
twenty seconds of straight laughter, Adam leans to his left side and exaggeratedly scans 
his gaze up and down John’s body in a lecherous manner; laugher continues but is 
trickling out as Adam delivers his line...] 
 
Adam, exaggerating his machismo tone from before: “Alone?” 
                   ⇡ 
                [laugh, but not as big] 
[another member of the team, Gavin, sweeps (i.e. indicates the scene is over by running 
downstage across performers); applause, laughter, whoops from audience] 
  
The above moment is analytically rich for a variety of reasons. Why do performers and 
audience spontaneously agree that this is recognizable as a comedic moment? The first laugh 
comes when Adam labels John (hairy, schlubby) as a “pretty lady.” The comedic strategy of men 
playing women for comedic effects dates back for centuries. Melissa McCarthy’s recent 
portrayal of Sean Spicer on Saturday Night Live demonstrates that women can successfully play 
men for comedic effect, too, but it does seem to be a largely one sided strategy. But this is not 
where the huge comedic moment comes, but rather in John’s response to being labeled a pretty 
lady, when he makes a rape joke. 
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Following the logic stated previously that there are some jokes that a straight white man 
can’t make, I would guess that at the very top of that list would be “rape jokes” (or perhaps jokes 
involving the n word).  So then, why does this moment succeed as comedic play? To be sure, I’m 
sure there were those in attendance who were offended and/or did not find it funny, but based on 
the video evidence, this was a successful comedic moment. In fact, it was perhaps the largest 
laugh I recorded in all of my research.  
There are a variety of explanations. Is it because John surprised his scene partner with 
that response, and the audience is delighting in watching Adam try to keep his composure as he 
was caught off guard? Is it because John is a chubby, hairy man pretending to be a girl and his 
portrayal of a girl is laughably off the mark? Is it the casual nature that John has delivered a line 
about such a serious and controversial topic, and his brazen norm breaking is pleasing? Is there a 
satirical element in doing a scene where the actors were presumably portraying two college 
students casually dealing with rape following the audience suggestion “frat,” perhaps insinuating 
something about the tragic commonness of sexual assault on college campuses, or even a sort of 
sideways condemnation of the rape culture that exists at fraternities? Knowing John Gemberling 
as a person, as I do, I tend to endow the joke with this final satirical element. However, I’m not 
sure if I’m being overly generous and if it would be misleading to say that’s why the bulk of the 
audience is laughing. 
And there of course isn’t a single answer and the actual explanation is probably some 
combination of all of the above and more. I find the scene both funny and potentially troubling. I 
think undoubtedly part of the comedic joy in the moment is the play of ludic laughter, that is, the 
more meta-explanation of one improviser shocking his scene partner and the audience with such 
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an audacious insensitive response. I find myself laughing in a sort of head shaking, thinking 
something along the lines of, “Wow, we shouldn’t be laughing at this!”  
In another way, perhaps it is just textbook good improv, according to the UCB model. 
Adam initiated as a gross dude hitting on a woman in a sleezy way. John said “Yes And” to that 
response by heightening just how despicable of a man Adam was making himself to be. It was as 
if John was saying to his scene partner, “Okay, Adam, you want to play a sleazy college guy who 
hits on women and calls them ‘pretty lady’? Then I am going to affirm that and heighten you to 
be the sleaziest guy I can think of: someone who would hit on women as they are about to go 
into a rape crisis center.” 
 
 
Image 11. “Oh, I’m just going to the rape crisis center.” 
 
To supplement this moment, consider a formal interview I had with Sasheer Zamata, a 
UCB performer, SNL cast member, and African American female who frequently discusses the 
contemporary black experience in America as a part of her stand-up special on Netflix, “Pizza 
Mind.” Improv deals with controversial topics almost as a routine matter of course, and it takes 
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pushing the envelope to make seasoned improvisers blush in the way that the above scene does. 
What might be more telling, though, is that to excel at UCB, scenes such as the above must 
become recognizable as potentially comedic moments. The attitude that some topics should 
never be joked about does not hold credence at UCB, where the prevailing attitude is that the 
only true evil is censorship and any topic can be joked about if done so in an intelligent way. In 
the interview I conducted with Sasheer Zamata, she cited the above scene about the rape crisis 
center between Pally and Gemberling as one of the funniest scenes she’d ever scene at UCB. 
According to Sasheer, she remembered the scene as follows (note the slight differences between 
the actual transcription provided above): 
  “John Gemberling walked out, and then Adam Pally goes, ‘Where are you going, little 
lady?’ and then Gemberling goes,” Sasheer stops and laughs as she remembers before going on, 
“‘The rape crisis center.’ Then there was just, like, a roar of laughter. A roar of laughter 
happened for, like, a minute. And, like, that’s like all he had to say, and then they wiped the 
scene.” Sasheer not only expresses that she finds a scene in which rape is mentioned not 
offensive, but she finds it especially funny. Sasheer is not alone. Based on the video evidence 
and in terms of sheer laugh length and intensity, I believe it was the most successful instance of 
comedic play I observed. Furthermore, former UCB Artistic Director Mike Still listed this scene 
as one of his favorite moments from the duration of Death By Roo Roo’s ten-year run at the 
theatre after the team was retired in December 2014.19 
 Again, it is subjective, but I think the rape crisis scene above just might succeed as an 
example of taking on sexism via irony. You can watch the scene and decide for yourself in my 
                                                
19 “Killing Off Death By Roo Roo,” UCBcomedy.com 12/12/2014 
http://ucbcomedy.tumblr.com/post/105030745058/in-memoriam-killing-off-death-by-roo-roo 
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visual ethnography On The Cusp, Off The Cuff and skip ahead to the 27:36 mark.20 Whether it 
does or not, though, it succeeds as a broader example to straight men at UCB as the type of 
comedic strategy that they can follow and succeed. The previous logic of the Seth Meyers’ 
segment that there are some topics which straight white men can’t joke about is thrown by the 
wayside. So long as you do it ironically, this strategy suggests, you can joke about anything. You 
can play a sexist character, so long as you cloak yourself in irony. You can even be outright 
sexist to your scene partner, since it will be understood that you are doing so ironically for 
laughs. In reality, as shown above by interviews with improvisers like Leslie and Allie, this is 
actually not always the case, and sometimes sexism meant to be ironic (such as in the “lady 
judge” scene and the “bitch landlord” scenes respectively) is just experienced as sexist.  
 The problem is that at the top levels of the UCB, ironic sexism has been deemed a 
successful strategy. Students have watched performers at the most respected shows and on the  
most respected teams take on ironically sexist characters and topics, and get affirmed 
enthusiastically by laughter and applause. This ingrains in students that ironic sexism is a 
successful strategy, and also that if you are not okay with this strategy, perhaps this place isn’t 
for you.  
 If done well, irony as a comedic tool will blossom into is far sharper cousin: satire. 
Swift’s Modest Proposal is written using the tool of strategy but in the ultimate service of satire. 
It has something to say, and ultimately what it is saying is something that is punching up at 
hypocrisy. I would argue that the rape crisis center scene could also be interpreted this way. 
However, it would be equally plausible to interpret it as just further contributing to rape culture 
by desensitizing the severity of the violence of the act of rape. This is the trouble with the 
strategy of ironic sexism in particular and irony in general. It gives the joker a “Get Out Of Jail 
                                                
20 “On The Cusp, Off The Cuff” https://youtu.be/kNcIDGxcerg?t=27m36s 
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Free Card.” If their ironic sexism is interpreted successfully, then they can claim that it was 
social satire; if it falls flat and people take offense, they can always claim that they were “just 
joking.”  
Ironic sexism is one of many strategies of comedy success that disproportionately 
benefits straight men in the UCB system. Ironic sexism is a dangerous tool when used as a 
comedic strategy because it subtly marginalizes minority groups under the guise of empowering 
them, while adding to the spectrum of jokes and topics available to them to joke about, in a way 
taking back potentially taboo topics or strategies for humor that might have been used to 
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CONCLUSION 
A Comedic Sensibility Is Never Neutral: 
Creating Shared Private Culture Through Play Within The Frame Of Gender 
 
In the decade and counting that the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre has been in my life, 
I have continually seen the gender category played with as a social phenomenon on the UCB 
stage.  
Sometimes it is overtly joked about in comedy scenes on stage in front of an audience, 
like an improv scene done by UCB Harold Team “Namaste” in which a team of male and female 
improvisers played the roles of female cheerleaders who cheered on their own objectification to 
the chant of “OB! JEC! TI! FY! / Objectify our bodies!” to a football coach played by a male 
teammate.  
Sometimes gender is discussed casually, such as when improv student and comedian Jane 
Stolard remarked that she didn’t think it mattered if you were a girl, that you just had to be funny 
and you’d get ahead at UCB, although you did have to be able to laugh and roll with joking 
about anything that the boys did including controversial subjects such as rape, incest, or any 
other intentionally boundary pushing topic that came up in an improv show.  
And sometimes gender is evoked as a form of protest for equality, such as when 
comedian Langan Johnson asked at an all theatre meeting, “Hi, yeah, I was just wondering why 
most of the sketch shows that get runs at the theatre are written by men?”  
Whenever gender is performed, lurking nearby is the question of belonging at UCB: who 
gets to belong to this seemingly inclusive improv clubhouse and why are others excluded? While 
the unofficial but nearly unanimously agreed upon success myth of UCB seems to be that of 
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meritocracy (if you’re funny, you’ll do well here, period), nonetheless gender remains as a site of 
inequality that problematizes the purity of this stated meritocratic ethos.  
 As stated above, in the Durkheimian sense an improv performance is a sort of 
corroboree where we see the social efferefense of the dreamtime reality of the festival spilling 
over, showing truths of the “normal” reality from wherein it bursts free. In theory, an improv 
scene starts as a blank slate, a formless void where no social roles or physical places have yet 
been assigned. An improviser labels the other improviser as the Queen of England, and within 
the parameters of that scene, it is true, and remains true until the fragile membrane of the Scene 
Reality is broken, either by the blackout from the tech, a giggle or wink from a performer, or an 
audience member heckle or cell phone ring. So, why is it then, in this arena of nearly limitless 
potential from a collection of performers who tend to be self-described as progressively liberal 
(or as “woke” to use the parlance of the day), do we see social categories of inequality and their 
corresponding regressive stereotypes reproduced?  
  Just as the time of the festival or the religious ceremony is time and place set apart from 
normal life, so too is an improv scene. The sacred and profane are both present on the altar of 
comedy, the performers and audience willfully submit themselves from setting aside the 
mundane quotidian life that we fall back on everyday, the habits we rely on in order to live a 
manageable life, so that we can together be apart of the literally exceptional moments of an 
improv scene, a shared experience between players and audience alike. The improv scene brings 
the performers and the audience outside of themselves so that collectively meaning can be 
spontaneously constructed. Through the exceptional moment outside normal reality, comedians 
act like the priests of Durkheim’s accounts, facilitating the creation of the exceptional and the 
transcendence of the mundane, creating moments which become meaningful through the 
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resonance of the audience’s laughter. In this way, this improvised play is doing social work. And 
to the degree that these scenes evoke gender as a social category (and they frequently do) this 
improvised play is doing gender work. 
  As stated above, although play has served an important role in the analytic work in 
sociological literature in recent years, it is often considered only as a metaphor or a stand in for 
culture rather than as an objective occurrence that is primary (or even preliminary) to culture as 
Huizinga suggests. Barrie Thorne’s Gender Play: Girls And Boys In School (1993) is an 
ethnographic look at boys and girls performing their sex roles in elementary school. Thorne 
explains the importance of play in the introduction to her work: “As I worked through my 
fieldnotes, I repeatedly returned to the suggestive notion of ‘play,’ first via one path of meanings, 
and then via another” (p. 4). Thorne goes on to define four clusters of meaning around the 
concept of play:  
 
● one, play as activity or operation, in the same way that gender is not something 
that one has but is something that one does, so too is culture not something that 
one has but something that one does  (a la West and Zimmerman’s Doing Gender 
(1987));  
● two, play as dramatic performance, with childhood games like “girls-chase-the-
boys” or teasing surrounding the contraction of “cooties” being seen as ritual 
enactments of gender roles;  
● three, play as “scope or opportunity for action,” in the sense of gender fluctuating 
in significance, sometimes being invoked in the forefront of importance in an 
interaction and other times not being invoked at all;  
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● and four, play as “triviality” as when coupled with child in the term “child’s 
play,” a usage that Thorne says implies the (false) socially constructed dichotomy 
that adults do important work and pass on culture to children while what children 
do is less serious and do not do the work of creating culture themselves, whereas 
in reality the encounters called play can be of the utmost seriousness and 
importance, and it is a fallacy to assume future known outcomes as is the case 
with the assumption that adults are “passing on” culture to children rather than 
seeing children as constituting their own culture as they play.  
 
Clearly, Thorne gives play a great deal of important as an analytically rich area to understand the 
performance of gender. However, Thorne ultimately concludes that play is merely a metaphor, 
and that like other metaphors, its use is limited and ultimately “falls short” at completely 
capturing the whole picture of gender dynamics she is interested in studying (Thorne 1993:6). 
Thorne moves on from play to other explanatory mechanisms. 
  I’d like to stick with play for a bit longer. Rather than seeing play as a metaphor (or only 
as a metaphor) this paper has sought to treat play seriously as something that objectively occurs 
as its own phenomenon. The serious work of comedians creating comedy for their professional 
lives not only looks like it shares traits with play, but in reality at times it is play. In particular, 
this paper points to play’s concurrence with the so called “private culture” that can come to exist 
between two actors, a team of players, or even an entire organization (Fine 1981), in the case at 
hand all occuring at an improv comedy theatre.  
In one of the concluding chapters of Thorne’s ethnographic work, she asks, “Do girls and 
boys have different cultures?” (Thorne 1993:89). This question comes up when studying 
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children, where it seems like a taken-for-granted observation to make that boys tend to play with 
boys and girls tend to play with girls, and in their play they often do different activities. Lessons 
are then extrapolated to explain differences among adults along gender lines. Thorne calls this 
account the “separate-and-different-worlds story” (90) and claims that in her own observations 
there are so many exceptions, qualifications, and conceptual ambiguities that she questions this 
account’s basic assumptions. Thorne questions the claims of those like Deborah Tannen who 
argue that “boys and girls grow up in essentially different cultures” (Tannen, You Just Don’t 
Understand, p. 18). Ultimately, these claims fall apart because again and again it has been 
observed that within-gender variation is greater than differences between boys and girls takens as 
separate groups (Thorne, p. 104). What is observable, though, are the different private cultures in 
conversation with each other that do observally emerge in practice. This is not the same as 
saying there is a Boys’ Culture that all boys’ follow and a Girls’ Culture that all girls follow. 
Rather, it is saying that there are distinct gendered aspects of the private culture among boys and 
the private culture among girls; this does not reify biological differences so much as it does 
acknowledge socially constructed private cultures. Like meaning, culture is constructed, not 
apprehended. In this same way, instead of seeking to delineate the different cultures of the men 
comedians and the women comedians of the UCB community, this paper instead has attempted 
to understand these gendered aspects of the private cultures that improvisers of differing genders 
continually work on (and with) as they play together in the serious pursuit of succeeding in the 
UCB community.   
My main motivation for departing from Thorne and wanting to keep play as a part of our 
analysis in its non-metaphorical framework is because the benefit of focusing on play is that it de 
facto provides a focus on action (as in the first cluster of play’s meaning as defined by Thorne). 
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Among practitioners of improv, improvisers refer to themselves as “players” and to the activity 
that they are doing as “play.” This nomenclature does not diminish from a simultaneous 
understanding that improvisational comedy is a craft that many of its practitioners take 
incredibly seriously, with some even devoting their lives to it. Improvisers who admire each 
other from class might invite one another to perform together by saying, “Let’s play together 
sometime,” which could be construed as a tremendous compliment. More than this, however, the 
play focus also keys us into an awareness of the meta-communication occurring between 
improvisers: this is what I’m going for, this is what is funny here, this is what I want you to be 
doing to support me, this is how I will support you. These meta-communications are the invisible 
strings making the magic of the improvised play occur. These are the spoken/unspoken rules of 
the game, la règle du jeu, which both evoke in-groupness and allow for the in-group’s distinct 
groupness to exist in the first place, what improvisers call the highly sought after “group mind” 
of an improv team in sync and performing well. It’s being able to play together, or in other words 
being fluent in the same private culture, that allows for improvisers to succeed at improvising 
together. 
  Perhaps the greatest compliment an improviser can be given after a show from a non-
comedian audience member to say is, “Come on, that wasn’t really all made up, right?” The 
implication is that it was so good, clever and funny that surely it must have been planned ahead 
of time. But in reality, despite audience suspicions to the contrary, all longform improv is indeed 
completely a spontaneous creation between the improvisers on stage. Given this, a successful 
improv performance requires a high degree of spontaneous coordination between the improv 
teammates, coordination that involves knowing what your scene partner is going for and 
knowing what they expect of you, and immediately going with this and adding to it. This 
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coordination of agreement and mutual spontaneous scene building is summarized in the improv 
adage that is the keystone of many improv theatre teaching philosophies, and repeated 
throughout this paper:  Yes And. As defined previously, Yes And means that you say Yes (i.e. 
confirm the reality) offered by your scene partner, and then And (i.e. add information in line with 
or complimenting what has already been established in the scene thus far). Yes And is one of the 
many improv adages to guide behavior, and is probably the most fundamental ways in which 
players play along. The failure to comply with Yes And would immediately outs one as not 
belong to the private culture.  
To put this another way, a successful improv scene generally requires a high degree of 
intersubjectivity between the performers, so that each performer knows which of the many 
unspoken rules (or strategies of improv) is being used as he or she makes moves in the scene. It 
is useful to not conceive of intersubjectivity as a binary that either does exist between two parties 
or does not (as in, something that exists between two humans who know each other well, but 
something that does not exist between a human and a potted plant), but rather as something that 
can have “layers,” or multiple levels falling along a spectrum (Jerolmack 2009:372). Two or 
more actors can fall anywhere along this spectrum, from complete shared awareness of mind to 
dim spatial awareness of the same objects in a shared locale. Bringing it back to improv, where 
two actors fall along the spectrum of intersubjectivity in a given moment (and sustained over the 
duration of a performance, with fluctuations occurring) will serve as one of the most important 
determinants of the successful meta-communication of improvisers engaged in play. 
Even when both players are on the same page heading into a scene in terms of belonging 
to a shared private culture that agrees with, say,  the importance of and desire to to Yes And, 
mistakes occur. While mistakes do occur, another common improv adage is that “There are no 
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mistakes in improv.” What this means in practice, however, is that when a mistake does occur, 
what is to be done about it is to treat the mistake as a “gift” and to use it in the scene. So to give 
an example of a common improv mistake, if you call someone by a name that is different than 
what someone had already called them in that scene, rather than treating this as a mistake and 
stopping the scene and apologizing the audience and asking to start over, this instead could 
become the first of a series of clues to indicate that your scene partner has a hidden identity that 
he is trying to cover up, or to go another route you could take on a self-deprecating role and 
begin to play as if you are suffering from dementia. Calling someone by the wrong name, 
however, is a listening error, or a slip of a tongue. A more pernicious mistake is to genuinely not 
know what your scene partner was going for with a play move; in other words, a failure of inter-
subjectivity. 
During intermissions or after shows, it is common for players to check in on these failed 
moments of intersubjectivity, and ask questions along the lines of, “Was what we ended up 
playing in that scene what you were going for when you said ____? Was that how you wanted 
me to react?” or more simply, “When you said that thing about _____, what were you going 
for?” In general, these sorts of check-ins about meta-communication mistakes between 
performers (in contrast to, say, intentionally cooperative moves that just happen to fall flat and 
not get a laugh from the audience) happen more with newer students working together for the 
first time, and happen less and less the longer a group of improvisers play together as a team. 
This is evidence of an increased development of a private culture of shared intersubjectivity that 
develops over continual hours and years of play. 
  The requirement of high degrees of intersubjectivity surrounding a shared private culture 
with agreed upon strategies for success in improv comedy puts a pressure on those with 
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objections to the shared private culture to abandon their objections, or risk not succeeding. This 
tends to ensure that the baseline culture of the UCB system reproduces itself. 
For example, in addition to errors in intersubjectivity happening among newer students 
more often than veteran teams, I found that mistakes in metacommunication in improv scenes 
also often happened along gender lines, even among more experienced players. It was common 
for a female improviser to make a move as if she is playing a male character in the scene (which 
often meant playing the dominant or “higher status” character to use improv parlance), but her 
scene partner (either male or female) mistakes her intentions and instead labels her character as 
her actual perceived gender of female and possibly reduces her role in the scene, or at the very 
least derails her initial idea. While it is taught in improv classes that anyone can play anything in 
an improv scene (including any gender), people tend to default to their perceived categories of 
sex, race, and age. Trying to play outside of these perceived categories can result in failures of 
metacommunication. Sitting in on a class of one of UCB’s older teachers, I heard this advice 
given to students: “Here’s a practical tip: Just stick to playing your actual gender unless you have 
a real good reason not to, or the scene absolutely calls for it. Less mistakes will happen that 
way.” This sort of “practical tip” might be good natured but it has the unintended consequence of 
bolstering the strategies that men have to succeed in comedy and limiting the strategies that 
women have. The big problem for women being given this advice, whether it was given 
explicitly by a teacher in a class like I observed or learned implicitly after being mistakenly 
labeled a different gender than what one was going for enough times to create frustration, is that 
we live in a patriarchy with an operating stereotype that men are funnier than women. 
Accordingly, if men end up playing men in improv scenes more, and women end up playing 
women in scenes more, men will by default often end up playing the funnier role in the scene 
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more often, relegating women to a supporting role more often. In the aggregate, this will result in 
men getting more compliments in classes, men getting more laughs in shows, men being more 
likely to be dubbed as “funny” by teachers and higher-ups at the theatre, and ultimately more 
men being promoted to positions of power. 
  Sometimes even when metacommunication is successfully communicated with a player’s 
initial intention in the scene, understanding can breakdown and further mistakes can offer. 
Consider the following actual example from a class I observed that is representative of a 
common occurrence: a female improviser Jessica initiates as if she is a jock, playing the 
presumably male captain of the football team.  
“Alright, dweebs, I’m the big man on campus here, and it’s my favorite time of day: 
lunch money time!” Her male classmate David steps out to respond. With the line she delivered, 
Jessica had noticeably altered her voice to a deeper register, presumably to signal to her team 
that she is playing a male character in this scene.  
Turning to face David and continuing with her lower voice, Jessica says, “What’s up, 
girl. You’re pretty cute for a nerd,” as she faux flexes her muscles.  
David responds by altering his voice to a higher register, presumably to indicate that he is 
now playing a woman: “Whatever. I’m reading. Don’t you have a football you have to go sit on 
or something?”  
The scene continues as Jessica makes cliched chauvinistic flirting attempts while David’s 
character deflects the advances, taking the shape that Jessica’s character is a male jock and 
David’s character is a female nerd not impressed by jocks. Up until this point, apart from the 
alterations in the register of their voices and the accompanying known stereotypes related to high 
school scene archetypes (jokes/bullies are typically male and are typically heterosexual so any 
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flirting they do would presumably be with a woman), neither character has explicitly been 
labeled as a man or woman.  
After about ninety seconds, the mistake occurs when another player, Alex, enters the 
scene in an attempt at a support move to act jealous of the fact that a jock is flirting with a nerd, 
causing David the improviser playing the female nerd to accidentally use the pronoun “her” to 
refer to the male jock character Jessica has been playing. Specifically, he says, “Don’t worry, 
I’m not into ‘her’ - uh.” At the end of this utterance, David sharply intakes his breath and goes a 
bit red as he turns to look the teacher in the face, indicating he realizes his mistake. Perhaps 
because of their improv training that there are no mistakes in improv, the improvisers attempt to 
“use” this mistake and make the pronoun slipup “true” in the reality of the scene. The scene then 
shifts for the remaining two minutes. It becomes about the ultra-masculine female who is on the 
football team, rather than the jock flirting with a nerd scene that Jessica had originally initiated.  
  On the one hand, the above example demonstrates the improvisers’ abilities to think 
quickly on their feet and make an adjustment on the fly. On the other hand, it shows how even 
when playing against one’s perceived gender category, the primary category with which others 
perceive you is never fully forgotten. Here, it is useful to invoke the term “frame” as it is used in 
gender studies literature, referring to the psychological occurrence of the mental organizing of 
others that occurs immediately upon encountering in order to sort the interaction and strategize 
one’s own behavior relationally. Despite reserves of private culture built up over years of play, 
the power of gender framing can in an instant undue that work, rendering failures in 
intersubjectivity that ultimately privilege the default frame of the straight, white male comedian, 
and adding an overall burden of extra work to those who do not fall into the default frame.  
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These mistakes in metacommunication are compounded in the thousands of practice 
scenes that students do in their classes and later that performers do in practices with coaches that 
serve to shape the choices that performers will make when it comes time to perform in front of 
audiences. The practice of play that improvisers do is an essential feature of being a part of the 
UCB improv community. Practicing the spontaneity of improv can seem a bit paradoxical: how 
do you rehearse the unrehearsed? It can be explained in the choice to call what improv teams do 
outside of their shows as “practice” rather than, say, “rehearsal” and the person who runs it is a 
“coach” rather than a “director.” In basketball, even though of course the games aren’t planned 
ahead of time, the teams still practice. As former UCB Artistic Director Anthony King described 
it, “Even though a basketball game is all made up as it is happening, a basketball team still needs 
to know what their strategy is going to be ahead of time. For defense, are they going to play zone 
or are they going to play man-to-man? They practice their strategy so that when it is game time 
they are on the same page.” The stress put on improv students to strive to be on the same page as 
the private culture of their teammates, in practice especially, I believe has the unintended side 
effect of putting pressure on women, persons of color, and others who do not fall into the default 
category of the straight white male to perhaps round off what are made to seem like 
nonconforming edges of their personalities that do not fit.  
In conversations with female performers at UCB, a common concern was that the 
“funny” character in the scene (i.e. the unusual character) was often male, so in a system where 
female improvisers are often by default labeled along their perceived gender into playing a 
female character, on the whole they will play the funny part of the scene less often, and will be 
perceived as less funny than their male counterparts in the aggregate. This will lead to overall 
structural biases against female improvisers when it comes time for teacher praise and 
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recommendation for advancement when spots are open on house teams and during house team 
auditions. Given the nature of improv, the ratio of improv practice to improv performance 
(dozens of hours of practice for every one hour of performance) in which the goal is to build 
group mind (or a private culture to use the term from above), there is a glacially powerful force, 
gravity-like in its persistence, which pushes improvisers to adopt the status quo of their team and 
the writ large private culture of the UCB comedy community, which serves to reproduce the 
inequalities seen at the top of the hierarchy: more men teachers, more men performers, more men 
writers.   
  In other words, in the UCB Theatre community there is an “emergent structure” of 
placement and advancement that remains sex segregated despite proclamations (earnest, I 
believe) of valuing meritocracy and gender equality from members at all levels of the institution. 
The primary question then is not “Why aren’t there more women on the stage?” but rather “How 
is gender a constitutive part of the process of belonging that works as a mechanism for 
perpetuating unequal outcomes for performers based along lines of perceived gender?” In studies 
of inequality, it is tempting to only look at the disadvantaged category at the expense of under 
theorizing the advantaged, however, it is useful to look at the privileged as well to fully 
understand the phenomenon. In other words, if we are to understand the emergent structure of 
sex categorization at UCB, we can’t only look at the ways that femininity is devalued, but we 
must also study the degree to which the category of comedian is masculinized, and how this 
masculinity is communicated, defended, and prioritized, such as by valorizing the strategies of 
“Pirate, Robot, Ninja” in the previous chapter.  
  To take a look at the larger comedy world with which UCB performers orient themselves, 
non-performance roles in the entertainment industry tend to be dominated by men, and 
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occupations where women have made inroads are highly sex segregated. To put this concretely, 
the TV shows and films we watch tend to have actors who were cast by female casting directors 
performing lines written by male writers21. For the 65th Emmy Awards in 2013, for example, 
women made up only 11% of total nominees. In the category of “Outstanding Writing For A 
Variety Series,” which includes the writers for “The Colbert Report,” “The Daily Show,” 
“Jimmy Kimmel Live,” “Real Time With Bill Maher,” “Saturday Night Live,” and “Portlandia,” 
there were 10 women writers nominated compared to 72 men listed as nominees22. The ratio of 
women being honored at this level is not that far off from the field as a whole. For the 2011-2012 
television season, only 15% of the writers of broadcast network prime-time programming were 
women, according to a study by San Diego State University’s Center For The Study Of Women 
In Television And Film23. 
  Within entertainment, comedy is an especially sex segregated field.  During my fieldwork 
at UCB, the male comic was the unmarked category (not called a male comic but just a “comic”) 
whereas a female comic was marked as the unusual category (a “female comic”). This was done 
in a variety of ways, even at times with the best of intentions, such as the existence of “lady only 
open mics” and other shows that existed to combat the tendency of the majority of booked 
comedians on shows to be male. While an all male improv team or an all male stand-up show 
was quite commonplace, an all female stand-up show or improv team stood out as an intentional 
                                                
21 “Women's Work: Female Casting Directors Dominate Hollywood, Despite The Entertainment 
Industry's Old Boys' Club Reputation” August 18th, 1998 Chicago Tribune 
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1998-08-18/features/9808180240_1_casting-hirshenson-credits 
 
22 “Emmy Categories Favor Men” http://www.womensmediacenter.com/blog/entry/gender-ratios-of-65th-
emmy-nominees-favor-men 
 
23 “Why Is Television Losing Female Writers?” San Diego State University’s Center For The Study Of 
Women In Television And Film, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/09/08/women-writers-
television_n_1418584.html 
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deviance from the norm. This holds true at the top level of professional comedians, as the 
majority of working stand-up comedians are male. For example, the current touring comedy 
roster of CAA, the most prestigious comedy talent agency in the United States, has 149 touring 
comedians listed, only 16 of whom (10.7%) are female24. Of the 15 Comedy Central half-hour 
stand-up specials released in 2015, only two were from female comics.25   
  Comedy is a valuable field to gain insight into the persistence of sex segregation of 
occupations because the direct ties between the qualities of a successful comedian (funniness, 
confidence, aggressiveness) are deeply connected and perhaps even diametrically opposed to 
gender stereotypes. The relevant stereotypes include but are not limited to:  
 
● women aren’t as funny as men 
● when a man is confident he exhibits leadership 
● when a woman is confident she is bossy and standoffish 
● when a man is aggressive he is bold and likeable 
● when a woman is aggressive she is a bitch and unlikeable 
 
At the same time, comedy is an understudied area in the sociological literature, and 
improv comedy in particular is a nearly completely unstudied sociological phenomenon at any 
serious level. In the last two decades, improv and sketch comedy theatres have supplanted the 
stand-up circuit as the primary route to a professional comedy career. Yet the limited 
ethnographic work that I have encountered on the practice of comedy has been on stand-up 
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comedy (Joanne Gilbert’s Performing Marginality: Humor, Gender, and Cultural Critique 
(2004); Shannon Hengen’s Performing Gender and Comedy: Theories, Texts, and Contexts 
(1998); Suzanne Lavin’s Women and Comedy In Solo Performance (2004); John Limon’s Stand-
Up Comedy In Theory, Or, Abjection in America (2000) and a few others). While stand-up 
remains relevant in the contemporary comedy scene, it is understood that improv comedy has 
emerged as at least an equal to stand-up comedy as the primary pathway to a career in comedic 
acting and writing. Jimmy Fallon, Stephen Colbert, and Seth Meyers have their background in 
improv and sketch comedy, not stand-up; of the sixteen current Saturday Night Live cast 
members, 15 have backgrounds in improv and sketch, while only one (Jay Pharoah) was a stand-
up comedian. 
  Recent exceptions to my claim about a lack of sociological work on comedy in general 
include Giselinde Kuipers “Good humor, bad taste: A sociology of the joke” (2006) which is an 
extensive study of personal taste in sense of humor and social background, and Sam Friedman’s 
“The cultural Currency of a ‘Good’ Sense of Humor: British Comedy and New Forms of 
Distinction” (2011) in which Friedman argues that there is a lack of understanding of comedic 
taste in cultural sociology, and he seeks to fill that void with this work. 
  My work has developed the field alongside this cultural work by taking as its grounding 
point of societal relevance in the sex segregation of the comedy/entertainment field and joining 
together existing literatures on play and intersectionality. So rather than ask, “Are girls and boy 
just different when it comes to being funny?” I have followed Barrie Thorne’s work in Gender 
Play: Girls And Boys In School and asked, “How do members of the UCB Theatre community 
actively come together to help create, and sometimes challenge, the gendered structures and 
meanings of the role ‘comedian’?” 
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  By using a micro-interactional account supplemented by video record above, I’ve 
examined the comedic moments where the laugh occurs. By looking at this rupture, I point to the 
ecstatic moment where the regular veneer of social norms is pierced by the effervescence of 
comedians and crowd in engaging in the ritualistic breaking of taboos. Comedians willfully 
flaunt the rules of society that must otherwise be followed, which the audience can collectively 
choose to greet with laughter or groans (or perhaps the reaction the comedian dreads most of all: 
silence); yet they also repeat social norms and stereotypes, and it is in the very recognizability 
that laughter occurs. 
I conclude that certain comedic roles (the “funny” or unusual character vs the “straight 
man” or supportive character) will more often default to masculine characteristics that tend to be 
associated with traits of a hegemonic masculinity. Compounding this effect is that, following 
Khan’s the Range Of Masculine Expressional Opportunities Theory, there are more strategies for 
success at UCB available for straight, white men to choose from, such as feigning forced 
homosocial intimacy or making jokes about categories they do not belong to under the protection 
of “ironic sexism” or “ironic racism.” These structural biases in favor of the existing baseline 
culture of straight white men, coupled with a supposed meritocratic ethos of “whoever is funniest 
will succeed here” adds to discrimination of women students not being placed onto teams at the 
same success rates as men, which could explain the stark drop off between relative gender 
equality in the early levels of UCB classes compared to the inequality at the highest levels of 
performance.   
More broadly, I predict that of the wide but not limitless spectrum of comedic roles 
which an improviser is able to inhabit to be funny in a scene, not all of the roles will be equally 
available to all participants based on how they are perceived by the audience and their teammates 
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along primary framing categories (sex / sexual orientation / race / age). From my fieldwork, in 
particular I see a fault along gender lines, where more strategic routes to success are more readily 
available to male presenting improvisers, while fewer roles are always available to female 
improvisers. To succeed as comedians, female presenting performers then must either (a) make 
do with the fewer roles that they are left with, or (b) attempt to take on roles and comedic 
strategies of play with traits that are seen as masculine, thereby risking the sanctioning of their 
femininity or resulting in a “mistake” of intersubjectivity, which can lead to a break down of the 
private culture of play developed by the improv team and community they are striving to be a 
part of and potentially fear removal from, or, finally, (c) opting out of the UCB system, and 
either abandoning comedy entirely or attempting to succeed via other pathways.26 
In my interviews, I attempted to interview individuals who had chosen Option C, that is, 
opting out of the UCB system. These interviews were harder to come by due to the obvious 
reason of these performers or students no longer being a part of the community, but I was able to 
secure several. In one such conversation, I talked with Jo Firestone, a former UCB house team 
improviser who decided to leave being a part of UCB on her own accord (rather than being cut 
from a team, the more common reason for someone to no longer be on a UCB team after being 
placed on one). After leaving UCB, Jo focused on doing stand-up on her own. She has since been 
hired as a writer for The Tonight Show With Jimmy Fallon and secured her own stand-up comedy 
half hour special on Comedy Central. Jo is soft spoken and short. By her own accounting, she 
found it difficult to get a word in during her improv shows at UCB, and she found that the scenes 
often went in other directions than what she wanted. “Everyone on my team was nice, they were 
nice people, but I think sometimes maybe we…” Jo chooses her words carefully before 
                                                
26 I predict that similar occurrences would be visible for other categories such as race and ethnicity and 
age, but that is beyond the scope of the present paper.  
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proceeding, “I think that we found different things funny. It was always just not so fun for me 
when I would be doing a scene about one thing and then somebody would say a different thing 
that I didn’t care about and then I’d have to be like ‘Okay, John, I guess we’ll do the scene about 
your dumb thing instead.’” Jo laughs, then adds, “I like stand-up because I can joke about what I 
think is funny. I guess what it comes down to is that maybe art by committee is bad?” Jo smiles, 
perhaps only half-joking about her “art by committee” reference, which alludes to the title of a 
book by Charna Halpern, one of the founders of the iO Theatre in Chicago. 
For those who do not opt out like Jo, the number of comedic strategies available to those 
not belonging to the unmarked category of the UCB community are inherently fewer, and the 
bulk of those which do remain will require them to either make use of or otherwise account for 
their marked difference, requiring overall more energy expenditure and thus it seems likely a 
lower success rate in the aggregate, adding to the perpetuation of the lack of diversity on the 
UCB stage.  
Additionally, even the strategic routes available to those not belonging to the unmarked 
category that in theory would not be available to those belonging to the dominant group can be 
taken on as strategies when done so with ironic detachment. For example, while one might 
expect that only a female comic could disparagingly joke about her femininity as a part of her 
act, a male comic could also do this under the guise of “ironic sexism.” What’s worse, while a 
male comic doing this might be seen as satirical, a female comic joking about the feminine runs 
the risk of being labeled as “merely” a female comedian who can only do material about being 
female, rather than a “true” comedian who could do comedy about any topic. For example, a 
common joke among trolls on internet message boards like Reddit or 4Chan is that Amy 
Schumer, one of the most successful comics in the world today, only jokes about her vagina. 
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South Park (created and written by male duo Trey Parker and Matt Stone) made a similar joke in 
2016 during their twentieth season when the Cartman character said, “Every time Amy Schumer 
talks about her vagina, I lose my fucking mind.” In other words, women comedians face a Catch 
22 where they are relegated to account for their marked gender difference among the assumed 
“purer” male comedian, yet criticized for “cheating” if they do so too much.  
Internet trolls and male cartoon writers aren’t the only critics of women comedians in this 
regard. In June of 2017, comedian Iliza Schlesinger invoked this criticism against other women 
comedians in an interview with Deadline, saying:  
“I could walk into The Improv [a stand-up comedy club], close my eyes, and I  
can’t tell one girl’s act apart from another. That’s not saying that 30-something  
white guys don’t all sound the same sometimes, but I’m banging my head against  
the wall because women want to be treated as equals, and we want feminism to  
be a thing, but it’s really difficult when every woman makes the same point about  
her vagina, over and over. I think I’m the only woman out there that has a joke  
about World War II in my set.”27 
 
The online backlash from other female comics was severe, with many sharing their own World 
War II jokes to immediately discredit the claim. 
To put it even more pessimistically, women comedians are often damned if they do, and 
damned if they don’t. I saw this reality manifest itself for aspiring comedy students at UCB. In 
an interview with Kate Riley, another comedian who chose Optoin C and opted out of pursuing 
comedy after initial success at UCB (in fact, Kate sold a comedy pilot that she starred in to MTV 
and I heard another improviser once call Kate “the best improviser at the theatre”), Kate 
expressed to me her frustration with a double standard she felt she faced. “I don’t want to say 
who, but early on I had a teacher, who I respect and love, but he gave me the note that I used my 
sexuality too much. Can you imagine a male teacher ever giving that note to a male student? No 
                                                
27 “Iliza Schlesinger: Forever 31 Interview” Deadline, June 2017 http://deadline.com/2017/06/iliza-
shlesinger-forever-31-confirmed-kills-emmys-interview-news-1202110411/ 
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way. Later when I submitted my one person show, Kate Riley Is Not A Lady, for a run at the 
theatre, it wasn’t given a run, and one of the notes I was given was that, I don’t remember 
exactly how it was worded exactly, but the gist of it was, ‘You can’t claim you’re not a lady, 
because come on, look at you, the audience isn’t going to believe that. You have to realize how 
the audience sees you.’” Both of these pieces of advice given to Kate were probably good 
intentioned, and meant to help Kate succeed in the realities of the UCB system and larger 
comedy worlds, such as the “practical tip” from the older teacher for women to just stick to 
playing their own gender. But they each reflect a constraint of comedy strategies that Kate and 
other female comedians were presented with that their male counterparts did not have to deal 
with. 
Additionally, the omnipresent elephant in the room with all of this is that comedy is 
subjective. Those judging what is funny and what is good improv (teachers who are culled from 
performers who succeeded in the system, as well as the audience members who have become 
fans of the UCB Theatre) will tend to be straight white males in their 20s and 30s. To the degree 
that this is a chicken or the egg situation, it doesn’t matter, but shows how the system will 
continue to reinforce itself. The straight white men judging what is funny, despite their best 
intentions, will more often than not see comedic ideas that come more naturally to a private 
culture that they recognize. Even women who find themselves in positions of power who were 
still taught and brought up in a system that privileged a baseline private culture of the straight 
white male comedy nerd will likely tend to prefer students who succeed at this model. 
After finishing the fieldwork for this paper and during the writing phase, I moderated a 
panel at the Bumbershoot Music & Arts Festival on the topic of “Comedy in the Era of Trump” 
in September of 2017. By chance, the six person panel only had one straight white male, and the 
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comedians, being skilled and fearless in their observation, quickly pointed out this anomaly, to 
laughs from the crowd. The conversation then turned to the question of diversity in comedy, and 
the responsibility of women and persons of color in creating comedy and political satire in the 
Trump era. Jak Knight, a black stand-up comic and writer for television, pointed out how 
frustrated he was with the idea that he heard from some straight white comics that it was 
currently easier for people of color in the comedy career game because of so called “diversity 
hires.” That is, studios, with intentions to counter the starkly white writer rooms of their 
television shows, will in effect give a credit to TV shows if one of their staff writers is diverse. 
What this means practically is that if they hire a non-white writer, it will not come out of their 
budget. This has led to a perception among some comedians that while, true, the field is 
dominated by white men, there is a certain advantage at the stage of “getting your foot in the 
door” if you are diverse. Jak pushed back on this idea by pointing out that even if you do get 
your foot in the door, your job is still to make comedy for white men, because most likely that is 
who created the show, and that is who the head writer is, and that is who the network VP giving 
you notes is, and that is the larger audience or network share that is being chased. “You know 
why black people see Tyler Perry movies?” Jak asked as he concluded his thought. “It’s not 
because we like Tyler Perry. It’s because those are the only movies they make for black people! 
Those are the only movies in theatres that operate as if their audience is black rather than operate 
as if their audience is white. Everything is made for white people, so even if they’re not great, at 
least they’re made for us!” 
In a November 2017 episode of the podcast “Whiting Wongs,” in which Rick and 
Morty28 showrunner Dan Harmon and his staff writer Jessica Gao discuss writing and race in the 
entertainment business, Gao pointed out to Harmon a similar phenomenon of white men being 
                                                
28 Rick and Morty is a popular sci-fi cartoon show on Adult Swim in its third season. 
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the default, and the effort required to work against this. Gao described how in her scripts she 
intentionally gives new secondary characters explicitly female and non-white names, such as 
naming a psychiatrist character Dr. Wong in the “Pickle Rick” episode from the third season and 
referring to the character with her/she pronouns in stage directions. Gao said she did this because 
otherwise casting directors tend to automatically go for white men for secondary roles, because if 
it isn’t specified as not being a white man, the unmarked category of male whiteness is assumed. 
She added this was especially true for comedy roles. However, even when characters are defined 
as being female and non-white in the script, even this can be overcome by the pressure of the 
hierarchy of the Hollywood machine to reproduce existing power structures: in the end, the 
character of Dr. Wong was ultimately played by a white person anyway. On the podcast, Harmon 
apologized to Gao because ultimately this character was voiced by Susan Sarandon, but in his 
apology Harmon explained that his hands were tied because as a showrunner worried about 
ratings and keeping the network happy, he has to go with the most famous person. Gao attempted 
to get Harmon to see how this was how inequality would reproduces itself, to which Harmon 
conceded, but ultimately seemed to shrug his shoulders and say that’s just the way showbiz 
works. He added that, in his defense, he tries to write characters as often as possible as “race 
neutral” and/or “gender neutral.” Gao rebutted again, and tried to point out that his idea of 
neutral is itself most likely not actually neutral, because a “comedic sensibility is never neutral” 
but rather itself a reification of the point of view, in Harmon’s case, of the straight white male as 
the comedy baseline. Harmon again shrugged this off as just being the way showbiz works. 
 Is Harmon correct? Is that just the way that showbiz, and indeed power structures, 
everywhere, work? Are those groups that are already privileged inevitably fated to see their 
privilege kept intact, while those groups not happening to belong to the group in power doomed 
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to struggle an uphill battle against the status quo? Perhaps, but there is room for optimism. In 
particular, zooming back in from the entertainment world at large to the microcosm of of the 
UCB Theatre community, I believe that there is a strong case for optimism that a more gender 
equal UCB comedy community is possible. For the first time in the UCB Theatre’s history, as of 
the writing of this conclusion in the spring of 2018, both the Los Angeles and the New York City 
locations of the UCB Theatre are being headed up by women in the Artistic Director role 
(straight white women, but hey, it’s a start). While there is some evidence that in a patriarchal 
work environment, women are just as harsh if not more harsh on their female colleagues than 
their male counterparts, there is cause for hope that more women in positions of power at UCB 
will result in the recognition of roles being deemed as comedically acceptable for women, which 
could in turn result in more women students sticking with the system until they become a part of 
the community, ultimately transforming the demographics of the theatre and then the private 
culture of the community. In the way that children at play create the culture of a classroom, more 
women succeeding at UCB will result in more play that shifts the private culture of the UCB 
Theatre, which could in turn change from the ground up the comedy culture of the entertainment 
industry and perhaps even the comedic sensibility of society at large.  
Representation matters. It matters in front of the scenes (as above when a woman student 
mentioned that having women to look up to and watch being funny on stage was a motivating 
factor to stick with the program) and it matters behind the scenes with women in positions of 
power as well. To give one example of many, I was taking notes during a meeting of improv 
teachers in January of 2015 to go over changes to the curriculum. The meeting of the 34 
teachers, mostly male, was being run by the male head of the improv training center, academic 
supervisor Kevin Hiners. Most of the announcements were logistical: scene editing would now 
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be taught in session 6 of Level 201 rather than session 3; advanced students will now have to 
wait one month before signing up to repeat an advanced class; if you haven’t substituted a class 
in over a year, you’re being removed from the sub teaching email list. Then during the questions 
following the announcements, while mostly men asked questions, at last Langan, one of the 
women teachers present, and the same teacher who as I previously reported used a theatre 
meeting to ask why most of the running shows were being written by men, spoke up with a 
question.  
“This is sort of a weird question, but like, could we make it official policy not to refer to 
our women students as ‘girls’?”  
Kevin raises his eyebrows in confusion. “What do you mean?” he asks.  
Langan explains how it is condescending to refer to adult women as girls, and that she 
hears teachers do it all the time, and she has had women students complain to her about it and tell 
her that it feels belittling. Kevin asks for an example.  
“Okay,” Langan says, thinking, “Like, a student told me that she heard a teacher say 
something like, ‘Girls shouldn’t wear provocative clothing during performances because it 
distracts the audience.’” Kevin seems to be waiting for Langan to say more, so she adds, “And 
that’s a fucked up thing to say.” This gets a chuckle from the teachers. Kevin is a sympathetic 
administrator and a caring member of the community, but he doesn’t get Langan’s concern. 
 “I dunno,” he says, “I think of ‘girls’ as just the alternative to ‘guys.’ I’m from Boston, 
that’s just something people say, girls and guys. It doesn’t mean anything insulting. I might give 
the note, ‘Guys, don’t wear cargo shorts at the show. Girls, don’t wear skirts.’ I dunno. I don’t 
think that this is something we need to make official policy. Unless others think I’m wrong?”  
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There seems to be a moment where Kevin genuinely is offering up the issue for debate 
among the teachers, but nobody speaks up in agreement, and the meeting moves on. Had there 
been more women teachers in the room, would others have piped up and agreed? Had the 
academic supervisor been a woman, or the artistic director been a woman (as is now the case), 
would the complaint been as quickly dismissed?  
It’s hard to know, and it’s a small moment about a small choice, but it’s the accumulation 
of thousands of these small moments and choices that make up a private culture. It’s the 
members of a language community which determine what is baseline normal or not normal, what 
categories are important or not important, what is funny or not funny. Through the thousands of 
hours of play that improvisers engage in to create the private culture of the UCB Theatre, the 
norms of that private culture are reaffirmed daily, but can equally shift each day as well, as they 
are reconstituted again and again through the ongoing action of play. Humans are incredibly 
capable players. There is no intrinsic reason why the comedy done at UCB, and from there the 
comedy created in entertainment at large, couldn’t be based on a culture where a straight white 
male masculinity was not the baseline.  
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APPENDIX I 
A Statement on Method 
 
This is a work of qualitative social science research. The sociological analysis provided 
in the preceding pages is based on evidence gathered through ethnographic fieldwork. 
Specifically, my ethnographic data consists of the following three components: observational 
field notes, video recordings of shows, and formal interviews. 
My field notes are based on observations at my primary site, the UCB Theatre, and 
related satellite sites: the UCB Training Center, various rehearsal spaces such as Champion 
Studios where improv teams and improv students rent space to practice, indie theatres such as 
Under St. Marks, and aftershow bar hangouts, in particular the Peter McManus Cafe on 7th 
Avenue and 19th street that serves as the defacto post show hangout after Harold Night on 
Tuesday nights and Cage Match on Thursday nights. Unless otherwise mentioned, when I 
describe occurrences at the UCB Theatre, I mean the Chelsea location of the UCB Theatre, 
which was located on 26th street and 8th avenue in Manhattan. Earlier this year while finalizing 
writing this dissertation, the Chelsea Theatre location closed. A new Hell’s Kitchen location, 
closer to the Theatre District, now serves as the UCB main stage.  
While observing improv practices or classes, I typically took notes by hand in a 
notebook. My particular style was to quickly take notes on the left hand of the page, writing 
down key words or uttered phrases close to verbatim. On the right side of the page, usually on 
the subway ride home, I would write initial analysis, writing questions or making connections to 
my ongoing research for further thought. Then when I got home, as often as possible the night of 
and always within a week of taking the notes, I would then transcribe these notes into my 
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computer, preserving as much as the initial impression as possible while adding the next level of 
analysis. While observing shows at the theatre, I would typically watch from the tech booth, 
which had a small light bulb for the tech operator, which allowed me to take notes. While 
watching a show, I quickly realized that the pace of the show was too fast for me to take notes on 
everything of interest to me, namely, both the performance of the comedians as well as the 
reaction of the audience. This led to me early on in my fieldwork making the choice to utilize 
video in my evidence gathering.  
I used video recording in two primary ways. One, as a document I was able to re-watch 
after the fact, so that I could analyze in greater detail the exact lines said and subtleties of the 
performance, as well as pinpoint exactly when laughter and other reactions (such as groans or 
applause) occurred from the audience. The second way I used video recording was for my visual 
ethnography, On The Cusp, Off The Cuff, a feature length documentary that is able to be viewed 
online at the moment. For readers interested in supplementing their knowledge and especially 
adding to the feel of what an improv show at UCB is like, I suggest watching it.  
I primarily used video to record actual performances, live shows at the UCB Theatre, in 
particular Harold Night and Cage Match, as well as the formal videos (I recorded the interviews 
on video as well as some just with audio; more on that below). I took some video of practices, 
such as practices where scenes are given in detail above. I never recorded video of classes at the 
UCB Training Center, as per the request of the director of the school. In general, most of the 
close analysis of improv shows dissected herein are from video recordings of UCB’s Cage 
Match, the Thursday competition show, while the chapter that focuses on “a night at UCB” is 
from UCB’s Harold Night, the Tuesday night student-focused show presenting the house teams.  
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In practical terms, for video recording I used a Panasonic GH3 video camera and a tripod 
for my recording. The GH3 is a small, DSLR style camera that I chose because it was relatively 
unobtrusive, did well in the varying lights of an underground comedy theatre, and because it had 
no limit of maximum recording length other than the size of the SD card, so I was able to record 
an entire 30 minute or 60 minute show without worry. 
In my analysis, I would re-watch video of shows, and usually focus in on scenes where I 
had made in my physical field notes a note that a scene had struck me as relevant to my research. 
I would then transcribe the scene using a modification of the micro-interactional work done by 
Colin Jerolmack and the ethnomethodological work of Jack Katz. Jerolmack’s Global Pigeon 
uses small moments of humans interacting with pigeons to make larger claims about 
intersubjectivity and human social behavior. Katz’s How Emotions Work and Seductions of 
Crime involve a variety of studies that use video records to provide detailed transcriptions of 
small social encounters to allow for more in depth analysis.  
One example of Katz’s work uses a video recording of a person confessing to murder 
during a police interrogation. Katz’s utilizes video to provide detailed transcriptions to 
supplement his analysis (Katz 280):  
 4 M: It’s been eatin’ on me [pause, hard swallow, speech impaired] for -  
 5 S: I’ll bet it has.  
 6 M: And, uh, the one point, border station I was gonna take the  
gun and stick it in my mouth.  
 7  ↕ 
 8 [lifts gaze toward S but not fully up to S’s gaze] 
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Katz uses the above transcription of an important moment from the confession, only one moment 
from a confession which was hours long, to illustrate a point about the use of “self pity” as a 
theme during the confession, in particular utilized in two episodes of crying during the 
interrogation. I attempted to emulate this strategy, and in a similar way use video to highlight 
salient moments, in particular those relating to gender, from improv comedy shows and to lay 
them bare for the reader to analyze for themselves.  
 In addition to field notes and video recording of shows, the last major component of my 
ethnographic data was formal interviews. I recorded some of these interviews with video in 
addition to audio, which I recorded with a a Zoom Field Recorder. I used a snowball method for 
interview selection, starting with teachers and performers at the UCB who I knew personally, 
and then asking them for suggestions of other people to talk to. After I had done a dozen or so 
interviews, I looked at who I had interviewed so far and began to look for “blind spots” in who I 
was interviewing. For example, I realized early on that I had connections to more advanced 
students but because of the generational shift, I did not yet have interviews with new students. 
So, I asked teachers and other students to recommended to me newer students who might be 
interested in talking to me. I also posted about my research publicly on Facebook and the Improv 
Resource Center, a message board that the New York City improv community utilized for years. 
This resulted in individuals, primarily students but also a few teachers and performers, reaching 
out to me indicating they had something to say. I always followed up with these requests and 
conducted an interview. In total, I formally interviewed 54 individuals, spanning a spectrum of 
improv experience levels and involvement in the UCB community. I also did follow up 
interviews with twelve of these individuals. My interviews typically lasted around one hour. I 
had a set of questions that I planned on asking during all interviews, but I was flexible with 
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departing from the prepared questions and following tangents based on the interest of the 
interviewee and the flow of the conversation. Eventually, the snowball method resulted in a view 
blindspots that I hadn’t yet filled, such as interviewing someone who had chosen to leave the 
UCB community. To recruit individuals I had no personal connection to, I would send a version 
of the following online message:  
 
Hello NAME,  
I am writing to ask you to be a part of a research study I am doing for my dissertation  
research in the Columbia sociology department. Your participation is of course voluntary 
and optional. Please feel free to say no.  
I am interested in interviewing those with experience in improv comedy. In particular, 
I’m looking at the ways that social roles and categories are created in the “imaginary 
worlds” of improv comedy shows.  
Would you be interested in setting up an interview to discuss your experience in the UCB 
improv community with me? I would record this interview for my notes, but the 
recording would remain private.  
[AND/OR: I am asking for permission to video record the next performance of your team 
TEAM NAME on ____ (date/time). This will allow for a more detailed analysis of the 
show. I will keep this video private.]  
If you are interested, please see attached for a more detailed consent form.  
Thank you for your time,  
nate 
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 My particular fieldwork and interview strategies were informed by my training in the 
Field Research Methods course taught by Herbert Gans early on in my coursework at Columbia. 
Learning from Gans’ participant-observation study in Deciding What’s News of the editorial 
office of a newsroom was particularly useful for my research. Having several of what Gans 
called “foci” for my fieldwork helped provide focus from an early stage. My methods were also, 
obviously, informed by the guidance and feedback provided by my advisor Shamus Khan, whose 
experience doing fieldwork at an elite boarding school for his work Privilege was invaluable. 
Lastly, my fieldwork methods were also informed by my undergraduate work as a social 
anthropology major at Harvard under my thesis advisor Peter Benson. For that study, I conducted 
two months of participant-observation at a mosque in Buenos Aires. Many of the lessons I 
learned there (and mistakes I made) were invaluable in improving my fieldwork and interview 
methods for the present study. The field of anthropology has a focus on self-reflection and what 
Clifford Geertz discusses as the highly situated nature of the researcher in the field, as detailed in 
his Works and Lives, which was useful to keep in mind as I knew that I was capable of wearing 
different hats in the field (researcher, performer, teacher, artistic director) and helped me to be as 
intentional and transparent as possible with what role I was occupying and when. 
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APPENDIX II 
Glossary of Improv Terminology 
 
IMPROV: In this paper, when I say “improv” I mean it as a shorthand for “long form 
improvisational comedy theatre.” Typically if you attend a longform improv show, you will see a 
team of two to eight comedians who start the show by asking for an audience suggestion and 
then spontaneously creating a thirty to sixty minute comedic play based on the suggestion. You 
could think of it as an improvised sketch comedy show, like Saturday Night Live, but without 
any costumes or set design. Structural, temporal and other variations exist across improv 
theaters. Those who do improv are called “improvisers” or “players” rather than “comics” which 
is a term reserved for practitioners of stand-up comedy, although all of these individuals 
collectively can be referred to as “comedians.” The disambiguation of the term improv to mean 
“long form” improv in particular is meant to distinguish it from “short form” improv, which is 
the type of short, task based improv as made famous by the television show Whose Line is it 
Anyway? and the ComedySportz chain of improv theatres.  
 
YES AND: The Golden Rule of improv is Yes And. This is taught at the UCB Theatre as well as 
every other major improv comedy theatre. On a simple level, it means that as an improviser you 
confirm the information that is said by other improvisers, and then you add more information to 
the scene. Yes And is a tool to be used to build a base reality and find a game (other improv 
terms defined below). After you have a game, you don’t need to YES AND anymore. Instead, 
UCB teaches that you should use the tool of “If this is true, what else is true?” to “explore” the 
game you have found. Yes And does not literally mean that you must always say “Yes” to the 
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other improviser. If the other improviser took on the physicality and voice of a Dickensian 
orphan and said, “Please, sir, may I have just a little extra gruel today?” you could say Yes And 
to the reality offered by the other player by saying, “No, and pick up your rags -- they’re getting 
the floor dirty.” 
 
DENIAL / BLOCK: The opposite of Yes And. This is when an improviser rejects something 
stated as fact by another improviser. Example: A player starts a scene by saying, “I love you, 
Grandma!” to which another player replies, “I’m not your grandma! I’m an alien!” Denial is 
probably the worst thing that a new student can do in improv. Paradoxically, while it can initially 
get a laugh in the moment, it derails scenes and ultimately prevents further scene building.  
 
BASE REALITY: The UCB term for the Who/What/Where of the scene. This isn’t what is 
funny about the scene, but rather this is just the content of the scene in the simplest terms 
possible.  
 
PREMISE: More than just the base reality (although the base reality is often  a part of the 
premise), this is the comedic set up of the scene. Can also be used as a term to distinguish 
“premise based long form improv” which uses an opening to generate ideas so each scene starts 
with a premise rather than starts from nothing, versus “organic long form improv” which can 
start from no suggestion, no opening, or in some cases from nothing at all (the most famous 
purveyors of organic improv is probably the Chicago improv duo TJ & Dave, who start every 
show by simply staring at each other until one of them is moved to speak). For the most part, 
UCB teaches premise based improv in contrast to organic improv, although some exercises 
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involve more organic improv, and some teams occasionally take it upon themselves to 
experiment with organic improv. When this happens, it is often a source of debate or interest in 
the community.  
 
GAME: A commonly used and commonly misunderstood term in the UCB improv community. 
In UCB parlance, “game” means something specific: it is a long form improv strategy exclusive 
to UCB. In short, it is the organizing principle of UCB improv that distinguishes UCB from other 
comedy theatres. The “game of the scene” is defined as “an unusual pattern of behavior that is 
possible to justify, repeat, and heighten.” Put more simply, I have also heard teachers define 
game as, “what is funny about your scene.” So while the base reality (who/what/where) of your 
scene could be a grandma buying Air Jordans for herself at a Foot Locker, the game might be 
something like “acting hipper than your age.” Different from the premise because it involves a 
directive or action for the performer: the game of “acting hipper than your age” involves a 
comedic idea that could be played elsewhere with different who/what/where specifics. In his 
book How To Be The Greatest Improviser On Earth, veteran UCB improviser Will Hiners gives 
this game example: “If you improvise a boxing manager who tells fighters to never throw 
punches, then the boxing match is the premise of the scene, and the manager’s insane advice is 
the game.” UCB students are often told to focus on game, rather than to focus on plot. To use the 
example above, focusing on plot would result in the improvisers trying to figure out who won the 
boxing match, whereas focusing on game would result in trying to get more and more insane 
advice from the manager.  
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THE UNUSUAL THING: In UCB improv, teachers advise students to only have one unusual 
thing per scene. UCB founder Ian Roberts is quoted as saying, “blue doesn’t show up well on 
blue” to illustrate this point. Meaning, you should have a relatively grounded base reality, so that 
the single unusual thing (which is usually the funny part of your scene) stands out more. There 
are many semantic arguments between what constitutes merely an unusual thing versus a full 
fledged game. A semi-useful if somewhat tautological defining difference would be that a game 
is an unusual thing with a comedic twist. Hiners says that a game is an unusual thing that has 
been “heightened and explored.” To take Hiners’s boxing example a step further, a boxing 
manager shouting out advice the entire match might constitute an unusual thing; to give it a 
comedic twist, however, perhaps the boxing manager is constantly shouting out advice that 
involve strange baking metaphors: “Come on, Jonesy, pop him one like his head is an over-
puffed soufflé!”  
 
THE HAROLD: A classic longform improv form or structure developed by Del Close. So while 
the content of each individual scene is not known ahead of time, the structure of a longform 
improv shows is a general agreement of how many scenes will be done, how many players will 
be in each scene, about how long each scene will be, and approximately how those scenes will 
relate to each other. Everything is subject to change, but it’s a general plan of attack for the 
improvised show to follow. The Harold structure is the most famous improv form. The Harold 
involves: an opening where ideas are generated, a series of three two-person scenes, a group 
scene involving the entire time, another series of three variations of the previous three two-
person scenes, a second group scene, a third series of variations of the three two-person scenes 
we have already seen two variations of but now with thematic connections and callbacks to the 
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entire show. For contrast, a far simpler improv form is called the La Ronde, in which two 
improvisers do a scene, the one of them leaves and a new person enters and they do a scene, and 
then the original person leaves and so on, until a chain has been formed and every person on the 
team has performed a total of two two-person scenes.  
 
IF THIS IS TRUE, WHAT ELSE IS TRUE: More simply, this mantra for UCB improv 
students is repeated as “if this, then what.” This is so important to UCB strategy, the former 
academic supervisor Will Hiners (and author of the book mentioned earlier in the glossary) 
decided to write it in Latin and place it around the training center seal. Some see this as what 
separates UCB from other improv schools. While other schools of improv might teach that it is 
okay to continue to introduce new comedic elements into the scene, the textbook UCB style of 
improv is to stay focused on a single comedic element (one unusual thing) and to apply the tool 
of “if this is true, what else is true” to the single element to increasing degrees of comedic 
absurdity. This is also sometimes expressed in UCB classes as “heighten and explore.” 
 
SUGGESTION: Most long-form improv sets begin with a word or a phrase yelled out from the 
audience after a member of the team asks for a suggestion. This serves as a starting point to 
inspire the improv to follow. It also serves as a method for convincing the audience that the 
scenes they are watching truly are made up on the spot.  
 
OPENING: After getting a suggestion, the team will “riff” on the suggestion during an 
introductory section of the show known as the opening. The goal is to generate ideas for the 
scenes to follow. There are a variety of openings, ranging from a Living Room Opening (in 
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which players literally just talk about what the suggestion makes them think of as if they are 
friends hanging out in a living room together) to an Invocation (a more theatrical, abstract, 
stream of consciousness exercise in which teammates take turns saying a single word at a time in 
a chain of connections) to many, many more. 
 
INITIATION: The first line of a scene. Sometimes an initiation will be non-verbal, though, if a 
player decides to mime an activity or make some other choice with physicality. Usually, 
however, an initiation is the first spoken line of the scene. In premise based improv, the 
assumption is that the player speaking the line has some sort of comedic idea for what he or she 
wants the scene to be about, and it is considered good improv etiquette for the player responding 
to the initiation to respond in a way that helps direct the scene in the direction. This is known as 
“honoring the initiation.” 
 
WALK-ON: When a player enters into a scene that is already going on in order to say a line or 
make a move in order to deliver information or make a joke, this is called a “walk on.” In other 
words, the two primary players in a scene are usually the initiator and the responder, but this 
doesn’t mean that nobody else is allowed to join the scene. The most common way to join a 
scene is with a walk on. Usually this involves the player then “walking off” to allow the existing 
players to continue “their” scene, but not always. The etiquette though is that the player(s) who 
started the scene have some level of ownership and walking on and “stealing” the scene from 
them to take focus would be looked down upon. Another way to join a scene is if one of the 
players delivers a line of dialogue that “calls for” another character, such as a player saying, “I 
hope my boss doesn’t show up today, or we are going to be in biiig trouble.” 
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EDIT / SWEEP: A convention for improvisers to signal to each other and the audience that a 
particular scene is now over, and that a new scene will now begin. The particulars of edits vary 
from theatre to theatre, but at UCB the preferred move to edit a scene is to do a “sweep,” 
wherein a player runs across the front of the stage in an arc without otherwise interacting with 
the scene going on. The strategy of when to edit is an art in and of itself, and teachers will give 
students feedback exclusively about this part of their show. There are “good edits” and “bad 
edits,” and discussion of the “timing” or “rhythm” of the show often comes down to how and 
when the team executed their edits. In simple terms, you want to edit on a big laugh, providing 
the feeling in the audience of a musician ending a scale after playing the final note. 
  




My panel asked that I include a brief defense memo in the version of the dissertation that 
I deposit. The main piece of feedback that I received was that the paper is a bit sprawling at the 
moment and could use some focus, and that there were potentially two or three individual papers 
with their own arguments in here that could be honed and focused.  
In order to get at what these papers could be, I want to first take a step back to think 
about my larger framing. That is, is this a paper about comedy or is this a paper about 
improvisation? I think in focusing so much on my case study of “improv comedy” my focus 
became a bit muddled in this regard. Based on the defense discussion, my inclination is to go 
with the latter: that is, I want to write about the phenomenon of improvisation, of which comedy 
is just one instance. However, there might be a more focused paper on comedy to be written, too.  
I’ve roughly organized my notes based on who the input came from. I’ll briefly touch on 
my takeaways from each.  
David Stark encouraged me to think about this larger framing question: is the paper about 
comedy or about something else? David provided the example of perhaps using the paper to talk 
about organizational structure or innovation within organizations, and to think about the way that 
other fields like economics could be reimagined if we thought of how we would study them 
under the rubric of performance studies.  
Christia Mercer, agreeing with the larger take away point from the group, encouraged me 
to find a main focus. She delineated as what she saw as three potential projects:  
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1. History of comedy / sociology of comedy theory. Christia indicated that in its 
current form, she thought the history of the theory of comedy could be developed 
further by situating the theory contextually and historically. So while Plato 
described laughter as dangerous, what was the social context that such a theory 
was responding to? That is, what were people doing in the theatre of the streets? 
2. Improvisation as the object. Christia remarked that some of my anecdotes about 
the specifics of UCB or my own comedy experience were charming and provided 
some color but didn’t point to developing a specific focus. This could be removed 
and instead I could look at improv more generally as an object to be studied. She 
suggested looking at music as another venue, with the George Lewis founded 
musical improvisation group on campus as a starting point to look at. 
Additionally, I could look at Professor Robert O’Meally’s work on jazz.  
3. Gender and implicit bias. If I wanted to go further in the direction of gender, 
Christia suggested bringing in work on Implicit Bias. She said that a way to do 
this would be to go further with my existing focus on laughter as an embodied 
activity. I could root this in the universal claim that humans enjoy to laugh, and 
dive into the paradox that this universality is paired with the very relative and 
shifting circumstances of what is funny and who is allowed to be funny. She 
indicated that I almost but don’t fully make the claim that improv is necessarily 
playing on a shared knowledge base of implicit biases.  
Peter Bearman echoed David’s feedback that I should think about the scope of the project 
(Is this paper about comedy, about improv, or something else entirely?) and added to Christia’s 
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point about looking at improv as the object. Specifically, Peter provided me with several 
questions to think about further, which I will discuss in my defense memo:  
1. Selection. Who selects into doing improv comedy? Peter suggested that people 
who go into improv are actually social failures. While the improv community 
actually thinks that it is unique in that is has developed the rule of Yes And to 
structure the improvised play of their scenework, the idea of Yes And is actually 
essential for all social encounters, and only those who are social failures need the 
rubric, training and organizational structure of an improv comedy community to 
make this rule of Yes And explicit to have successful social encounters.  
2. Improv is life. There is a deeper world for me to explore in the larger notion that 
all of life is improv. There are several questions that I can ask to delve into this 
area. For starters, Peter asked that I think about “For whom is life improv?” If we 
say that life is improv, we could agree that this is less true for some people and 
more true for others. In a power structure, those with more power have more 
capacity to choose. We can imagine that there is class structuring involved, and 
perhaps someone with socio-economic circumstances that require them to work in 
a low wage position the appeal of the “freedom” of improv would not be 
apparent, desirable or available to them. Another question to get at the improv is 
life idea would be, “Is there improvised tragedy? And since the answer is no, why 
not?” We do not see tragedy improvised in the scenes at the UCB Theatre, but I 
could more deeply explore why that is. Though we don’t see tragedy, improv can 
be used for phenomenon other than comedy. Music has already been established, 
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but Peter also suggested dance, with Steve Paxton as an example. Lastly, is 
improv a metonym for something larger? Why or why not?  
3. Temporality. Peter suggested that in its current form I do not take seriously 
enough the notion of temporality, and that I could do more work in this direction. 
Specifically, temporality is the key element of comedy that is missing from my 
theoretical apparatus. I currently focus only on the immediacy of the laugh, as a 
reaction to something that has been said. When in reality, however, there are 
delays, pauses, rhythms, call backs and other ways of playing with temporality 
that are essential to the form. To get at this, Peter suggested I think about the 
specific form of the Harold Structure. I currently present it as a given thing 
without theorizing why it is structured the way it is. In reality, of course, it is not 
accidental, and it is structured as a sort of opera with the recycling of theme, 
reconnecting past back to present, and building to a climax. I could dig into this 
Harold structure, and show how it is not arbitrary but actually might provide some 
insight into our natural response to narrative.  
Diane Vaughan provided a suggestion of a possible article route to take by focusing on 
the paper’s insights to the field of professions, providing a connection with her own work on 
professions with Air Traffic Controllers. That is, by using the framework of professions, I could 
look at how improv functions as a part of professional life. And not just as incidental, but as a 
functional component that allows those involved to do their jobs and provide moral feedback 
about incompetence. As Christia pointed out, I should keep in mind the public component of 
improv comedy performance, versus the private in group trust of a smaller professional 
organization. 
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In the defense conversation, Shamus Khan encouraged me to think more about the reality that 
most improvisations do not work. In its current form, I do not provide an analytical framework to 
distinguish between expert teams who do usually succeed verse beginner teams or students who 
usually fail. I could have a more nuanced interpretive tool that allows me to look at the ways that 
within the performed improv (versus the improv of everyday life) there are varieties of quality.  
After the defense, Shamus and I continued our conversation and talked broadly about three 
potential article directions to move forward with based on the work I have currently done and the 
feedback from the defense.  
1. Sociology of Comedy. This would involve reworking my introduction, which is 
my theory chapter. It would involve cutting the unnecessary parts and then, 
potentially, adding historical and social context for the theories in order to make 
the paper more sociologically relevant.  
2. Implicit Bias. At the moment, I think this direction is the most exciting to me, 
and makes the most sense as an immediate next step to take with writing an 
article. I would more intentionally work to show how improv not only sometimes 
plays on implicit biases, but in fact can only exist by doing so. Embedded in that 
explains why comedy can be. I have already done some work here, noting the 
requirement of a shared knowledge base, but this could be taken further using the 
framework of implicit bias. I could ultimately perhaps make a point about those in 
comedy who think they are being “rebels” by saying politically incorrect or 
transgressive statements are actually demonstrating a strong knowledge of 
implicit bias and their jokes resonate because of the implicit bias embedded in 
their audience.  
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3. What is improv. This also appeals to be, but feels like a larger undertaking. I 
would still like to do it, but perhaps as a next step after the implicit bias paper. In 
this paper, I treat improv as an object to be studied. The nice thing about 
developing this paper is that it provides an answer to the scope question that I was 
asked (is this about improv or is this about comedy). By treating improvisation as 
my object, I could also branch out to jazz, dance, rap and other creative fields in 
order to say something about creativity more broadly. I think in this paper, I could 
also connect it to some of the “life is improv” questions and ideas, which do 
fascinate me and which I might be amiss to not mention at all, but I think that 
given that might be outside of my immediate expertise, I wouldn’t want that to be 
the focus.  
 
 
 
